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CHAPTER ONE 


T^ock ’S shoes on the rocks up the hill and his heavy breathing 
had shut out all sound so that it seemed a long while she had h^rd 
nothing, and Amos lay too still, not clawing at the blanket as when 
they had started. They reached the ridge top where the road raft 
through scrub pine in sand, and while the mule’s shoes were soft oft 
the thick needles she bent her head low over the long bundle acrosft 
the saddle horn, listening. Almost at once she straightened, and; 
kicked the already sweat-soaked mule hard in the flanks until ho 
broke into an awkward gallop. “I know you’re tired, but it aift’t 
limchfurder,” she said in a low, tight voice. 

She rode on in silence, her big body hunched protectingly over the ', 
bundle. Now and then she glanced worriedly up at the sky, greying, 
into the thick twilight of a rainy afternoon in October; but mosfty^ 
het eyes, Idrge, like the rest of her, and the deep, unshining grey of 
the rain-wet pine trunks, were ti.xcd straight ahead of the mule’s ears, 
as if by much looking she might help the weary animal pull the road 
past her with her eyes. 

They reached the highv\ay, stretching empty between the pineS, 
silent, no sign of cars or people, as if it were not a road at all, but 
some lost island of asphalt coming from no place, going nowhere. 
The mule stopped, his cars flicking slowly back and forth as he 
considered the road. Sh<' kicked him again, explaining, "It’s a road 
fer automobiles; wc'll lia\e to ride it to stop a car, then you can git 
back home.” 

The mul^.n'»tl to turn away from the strange black stuff, flung his 
head abour^anced stilT-leggedly back into the familiar sanctuary of 
soft ground and pine trees. “No,” the woman said, gripping his thin 
flanks with her long thighs, "no, yoirvc got to git out in th middle 
so’s y/e can stop a car a-goen toward th doctor’s. You’ve got to.” 
She kicked him again, turned him about. He tried one weary, half- 
hearted bucking jump; but the woman only settled herself in the 
^ddle, gripped with her thighs, her drawn-up knees, her heels. 
Hief voice was half pleading, half scolding, “Now, Dock, yoi^ kno\^ 
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you cain t ducj? )wi m't. so 

git on.” 

The great rstw-boned mule argued with his'^rt; sht^lc tfee'byidle 
rein, side-stepped against a pine tree, but accepted soon fapt’that 
the woman was master still, even on a strange road. He galloped 
again, down the middle of the asphalt that followed a highland 
narrow ridge and seemed at times like a road in the sky, the nothing- 
ness of fog-filled valleys far below on either side. 

A car passed. Dock trembled at the sound, and side-stepiwd 
towards the edge, but the woman spoke gently and held him still. “It 
•'won’t hurt you none. It’s a car like th coal truck ; we ain’t a-stoppen 
it. It’s a-goen th wrong way.” 

The mule, in spite of all the woman's urging, was slow in getting 
through his fright from the passing of tlie car. He fought continually 
tostay on the edge of the road, which was beginning to curve sharply 
and down so that liulc of it could be seen m either direction. Tt» 
.'Wjoman’s head was bent again, listening above the bundle, when tho 
, mule plunged wildly towards the pines. .She jerked hard on the bridle. 
So swiftly, so fiercely, that he whirled about, icared, came down, then 
took a hard, stitl-leggcd iiimp that landed liim for an instant cross- 
wise in the road. 

The roar of a car's coming grew louder Tcriificd by the strange 
sound, the unfamiliar road, and the strangeness of the woman’s 
wuys, the mule fought back towards the pines. The woman gripped 
with her legs, pulled with her hand, so that they seemed to do some 
wild but well lehcatscd dance, round and loiind in the road, the mule 
rearing, flinging his head abiuu, lighting to gel it down so that he 
could buck.' 

She eased her hold an instant, jerked hard with all her strength. He 
reared but stayed m the load Yellow log-lights, pale in the grey 
mists, washed o\er them, shone on the icd sandy clay on one of the 
woman’s shoes, a man’s shoe with cleats holding leather thongs, 
pressed hard against the mule’s htted body <is if it pointf u to a place 
in the bridle mended with a piece ot i aw hide It seemed a long time 
she sat so, the mule on liis hind legs, the car lights washing over her, 
the child unshaken in theciookof her left arm while she talked to thCl 
,mule in the same low, urgent voice she had used to get him ontotb©-* 
highway, “Don’t be afcaied. Dock. They'll stop. We’ll make etti 
sto]^ They dasn’t take these downhill curves too fast. They’ll have 
to ¥ 1. We’ll all go over th bluff together.” 



squeai^w wwjf Ifpt away iWMim woman and 

out into wCfdg koove the vatley. Then, as the cB sraaded,*the Kghts 
^^omdn again, went into the pines on the other side of the 
rOad,^^P^ back, as the car, now only a few feet behind her but on 
thi^O^er side of the road, came out of its skid The woman’s voice 
was lovy, 'pressed down by some terrible urgency as she begged Un^r 
the screaming of the horn, “Crosswise, crosswise, it’ll git by US on ' 
t’otti^ side.” " 

^hc jerked, kicked the mule, until he, already ciazed with fri^t, 
jUii^d almost directly in front of the car, forcing it to swerve agarr^ 
Ijiis time so sharply that it went completely off the road. It ploughed 
part*way into a thicket ol little pines, then stopped on the narrow 
Saqdy shoulder above the bluff edge The woman looked once at flTl^ 
car, then away and past the trembling mule's ears, and though sl^ 
ibbhed down, it was like searching the sk> on a cloudy day. There 
wds only fog, thickened in splotches, greenish above a pasture field, 
brownish over the corn far dow n in the valley below the tree-tops by 
^e bluff edge 

**You done good, real good ” she whispered to the mule Then all 
In, one swift motion she swung one long leg over the mule’s back, 

, looped the bridle ovei the saddle hoin, turned the da/ed mule south- 
ward, slapping him on the shoulder “Git,"’ she said She did not 
look after him as he leaped awav, bioken ribbons of loam flying 
dbWn his chm, and blood oo/mg fiom a cut on his left hind lOg 
’wbore the car had gia/cd him 

She hurried the lew steps along the bluff edge to the car as if afraid 
it would be off again but hei hand was reaching tor the tronl door 
handle b<J»\ '• Uie door ’sened slowlv, cautiously, and a soldier, his 
head almost \ ^ chm, got out He stared up at her and did not 

answer when shi^'igged all m a bicath, “I've got lu have a lift. My 
little boy h^ . 

The soldte^ was no longer looking at hei His eves, blue, and with 
tbeUnrcmembeimg look ol a very old man's ejes, were fixed on the 
pbpi^f tops rising above the blufl edge He looked past them down 
mid the valley, then slowly taking his glance away he reached for % 
h^pdj&of the back door, but diopped his hand when he saw that the 
wjjwqw in the door was opening 

woman turned to the down-dropping window and watched 
J^I^^Qtly while fiist a hard and shiny soldier’s cap rose aboV^e it, 
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then a man’s face, straight and neat fhid haVd*«ppeiE^ing as the cap, 
but flushed now with surprise and anger. The month was hardly 
showing before it spoke, quickly, but with a flat, careful pro- 
nunciation of the words “You realise you’ve run me off the road. 
If you can't manage a hoise, don’t nde one on the Iiighway. Don’t 
you know there’s a war and this road carries . .’’ 

The woman had listened intently, watching the man’s lips, her 
brows drawn somewhat together like one listening to a langua^ only 
partly undeistood. “I know the>’s a wai,” she said, reaching for the 
door handle “1 hat's whv th doctor closest home is gone. It was a 
mule,” she went on “1 inana;.cd him I had to make you stop. I’ve 
got to git my little bo> to a doctoi- quick ” She had one foot inside 
the door, the child held now in her two hands as she prepared to lay 
him on the seat 

The man, plainly irritated because he had neglected to hold the 
door shut, continued to sit b> it, his legs outspread, barring her way. 
His hand ino\cd slowK, as it he wanted her to sec it touch the pistol 
in a polished liolstcr b\ )us side let the pistol speak to her more than 
his toneless, unruflled words when he said, “\ou must use othei 
means ot getting soui child to tlic doctoi " He leached swiftly, 
jerked the door so that sIr bent as sue \.as, .ind with the heavy 
bundle in her two li.inds, sta ’ ucd I Ici head lli'ppcd downward to 
his knees, but she righted hcisell uid kept one 'ooi in the door. 

“If my business wcie not so HI eiit,' he said not taking his hand 
from the door, “1 would have \ou ai rested loi sabotage. I travel 
from”- he hesitated an iinpoiiint plaee on urgent business.” 
The voiee still e as not a m in s \tnee but tlie shun cap, the bright 
leather, the pistol It shaipeiicd a little when he s.ud, turning from 
her to the dioei, ‘ f rl baek into the ear and diive on ” He looked 
once at the hu idle wheie ('lie sin.ill siuibuined but bluc-nailed hand 
waved am 'essl\ out ( I ll > hi nket K'lds I hen, lotting the dooc 
swing wide he leiked it sw 'iK o ili t ii stiuek luit^ against the 
woman s b lel , bent .ma i is sIr iidied lot his e\es /’ 

She strau-’hle lied, put tlie hind iindei the blanket, but entinuedto 
Stand between door and i i I m son) von’ie Ih Aimy, frumOak 
Ridge, I reckon but I d a sli ppe.l \« ii envliov ” I Icr voice was quiet 
as the voice belo v tlie cap \ ou v. in siioot me now er give me an 
this youngen a lift to ih closest doeli'i ’ Nnd even in the man’s work 
shoes, the long and shapele s loal »ieen liiigcd with age, Open, 
givmg glimpses of a blue apron laded in sliange squares as if it might 



have at orae tyne been sonwtbfng else—a ijai\'» itl€Snim troijsers or 
over^ jubapbr— she held herself proudly, “You want my 

name; Tm Gertie Nevels frum Ballew, Kentucl^. Now let me lay 
my little boy down. You cain’t go . . 

The officer had flung the door suddenly outward again. Still she 
did not fall when he banged it back against her, though in her 
attempts to keep from falling forward into the car and on to the child 
she dropped to her knees, her feet sliding through the gravel to the 
bluff edge. The ollicer gripped the pistol butt, and his voice shrilled a 
little as he said to the young soldier, who had stood stiff and silent, 
stating at the woman, “Get in and dri\e on She’ll have to drop off 
then.” ^ 

The othei took his eyes fiom the blanket, still nov\. He saluted, 
said, “Yes, sir,” but continued to stand, his body pressed against the 
car, his glance going again to the tree tops below his feet 

“Back up on tlic road and drive on,” the other lepcated, his face 
reddening, his eyes delciniincdlv fixed stiaight in front of him. 

“Yes, sii tne other said again, uninoving Iheie was in his 
questiomng acceptance of tne command some slight note of pleasure. 
He looked up at the ta.Il wo nan as if he would share it with her. 
Their glances ciosscd, but the tniubk, the utgcncy ot her need would 
let nothing else cmiit into hei c\cs 
She looked again at tlie olhci on want him to go over th 
bluff?” And hci voice was wcaiv to hi caking, like an overwrought 
mother speaking to a stiibboin child 
The oldc" man for the fust tunc fooked past the woman and 
realised that what he h.id taken tor <i continuation ot the brush and 
scrub pine was the tops of lall-grow mg 1 1 ces below a bluff He looked 
quickly away and begai c lapid edging along the sCiit to the opposite 
door. It was only when he was out ot ihe car and a few tect from the 
bluff edge that he was able to speak wuli tlie voice ol polished leather 
and pistol l/tndle, and command the ollici to back out 
The won'm, as soon as the otlicci niowd, had laid ihe child on the 
seat, then stood a moment b\ the dooi, waleltinu the diuer, shaking 
her head slow ly, ti ow nmg as he i aced the motor until the car shivered 
and the smoking leai wlieels dug gicat holes m tlie sandy shoulder. 
“That’ll do no good,” she said, then moic loudly, her voice lifted 
above the loaimg motoi. “Have you got a axe 
He shook his head, smiling a hltl<', then his eyes vveie blank, prim 
hbi mouth when the othci told him to turn off the motor. The'* 
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woman picked up a lafge sandrock, dropped it bel^ind one of the 
deeply sunken rear wheels. “Have you got a jack?” she asked the 
officer. “You coyld heist it up with a jack, git rocks under them 
wheels, and back up on th road.” 

“Take your child out of the car and gel on,” he said, his voice no 
longer smooth. “W'e ma\ be stuck heie until 1 can get a tow truck. 
You’ll be arrested.” 

She glanced at Jiini biicnN. smootlied back hei straight dark" 
brown haii with a bended aim, ihen diawing tlie bottom of her apron 
into one hand to form a kind (>l sack, she bcean galheiing rocks with 
the othei hand, going in quick squatting i iin, ne\ei sliaightcningin 
her haste, ne\cr looking up 

The >oung soldiei liad b' nou got out (d the eat .ind stood by it, 
his back and shouldcis \eis sii.ughi. Ills h.uuK dropped by his sides 
so that a band of colouied iilmon '\as bright on Ins dull uniform. 
The woman glanced cm ious!_\ at it <is she dumped a load of rocks by 
awheel. The ollict r 1 loked at him, ami his coicc wa-. shrill, akin loan 
angry woman's "I latchei. sou'n not on the p.iiadc giound.” 

“\cs, sii,” iho 1 ihci s lid. c'lawi’U' himscll up still mme rigidly. 

“Get out the lack," the oil cei saul.alici Irowiimga inonientat the 
woman as it loatli to rope it I'oi m' ' 'c turn 

“Yes, huriy, ple.isc, f c wo’ m i In ’ 'i d. n n p lU'ing in her rock 
gathciini’, but lookin’ a \ .ikK tic chi d on Uk back scat. It had 
stiuggied until till' himkcl '’ad lallcn .luas tiom il> head, showing 
dark hair <ibovc a hue I'nit ihiou''h me window shone yellowish 
white, contoitcd \iili "i ic i- mhle clio'"! to ci\ oi \oniit or speak. 
Like the wonni i .is s| c lan 'qua'im ’ ihiom'li ilic mud, the struggling 
child .eemed anii’ial-hl ^ rid ni human compaicd to tin two neatly- 
dressed n M 

The wi I an Iniiiic,! ip .i am v qli .itKnin.i .ipioniiil of rocks, 
dumped till I ', tl cn cut ..t iu r d uli.i ■. ’ loop.ng i un along the blulf 
edge se.ircl I , ' ioi iiio c lie umi s .Id u in th\^awkward, 
11,111 1 mil Cl Id 11" iioi know ill" Ills 1 /iisincSS, got 
nt It in ill muuI 1 uid iii'dei the re,' bumper, 
tlic ‘.oinn ,1 d, I 'inin Mip \.itlni le locks; and 
'iiildiU’ I'lj 'pioii sic pic led up the jack, put a 
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fumbliiij w .1 
out the ) u I- d 
“That's no < i d, 
with one h,n d ' 
Hat rock v. I c a- i 
“That’ll hold m., 
but continued ,0 
front ol tiic i ai 


bull r u. "a\e ii .1 ipiick, 1 1 itical glance, 
le ,.ud sic dumpt.d lici locks by the whccl, 


kttl 1 1 


stihivin* now the pinc> CciuL’lit Lindcf the 
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The officer stood at the edge ct the asphalt, sileht. Sometimes he 
looked up and down the road, and often he glanced at his wrist- 
watch, but mostly his frowning glance was fixed on the par. He 
watched the woman now. Her hands had been busied with rocks and 
apron when she bent by the wheel, now one hand was still holding 
her emptied apron as she stiaighlcncd, but m the other was a long 
knife, bright, thin, sharply pointed 1 he man, watching, took a quick 
Step backwaid while his hand went again to the pistol butt. The 
woman, without looking at eilhei man, knelt by the fiont of the car 
and, reaching far undei with the knile, slashed rapidly at the en- 
tangled pine '■aplings v hilc with the other hand she jeikcd them free 
and flung them behind her 

Finished with the pines, she went qiiiekK along the bluff ed^ by 
the car, her glance seaiching thiou'di the window towards the child, 
still now, with the hand oi one down hanging aim brushing the 
floor. She watched only an instant tind did not bend to listen, for 
clearly m the silence tame the child's shoit, choking gasps She 
hurried on abound the back oi the car, and bent above the soldier,' 
only now getting the ) ick into woiking position “Hurry,” she 
begged m tne ante ti"hi, i. -miI one she had used on the mule. 
“Please, cam't you hui tv In s a s h tken so," and in her haste to get 
a wheel on solid lock mk bcMii clawinu at the muddv earth with her 
hands, pushing locks und> r tl c tvu as it slowK lilted 

In a moment the oOicei calleu ' I hat’s enough tiy backing out 
now.” 

Some of the woitian's need loi haste sLcmed to have entered the 
soldier. He siraightvned, danced cMicklv lov'aids the child, struggling 
with its head dangling over the cci c of the scat, its eves rolled back 
but unseeing He liii' J qiiicKlv and nii'iicd into the driver’s seat 
without taking tune ti' s.dute oi s iv, "'S cs, sii ” lie woman ran to 
the back wheel that had dug such a lui m the mud. and watched 
anxiously v,tlulotiie diivci si uicd the moloi. lacod it as he backed an 
inch or sc/ 1 he cai stopped, tne motoi uvarinc, me wheels spinning, 
smoking, flinging mud, locks, and pine biush into the woman’s face 
bent close above them m lu'i lianlic cfloiis with hands and feet to 
keep the bmsh and locks under the wheel 

“Try rcK'kmg out," ll'e otticci sud “dull up, then shift, quick, 
intorevc’se” • 

The soldiei was siknt, lookinc .it the emptiness in liont of him. 
With the bent voum' pines cut avvav, the bumper seemed to hang 
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above the valley. He moved at last, a few incites forward, but slowly, 
while the woman pushed rocks behind the rear wheels jumping from 
first one to the other as she tried to force the rocks into the earth with 
her heavy shoes. The car slopped. The driver shifted again into 
reverse. The woman stood wailing between the side of the car and 
the bluff, her long arms a little lifted, the big-jointed fingers of her 
great hands wide spread, her eyes on the back wing, her shoulders 
hunched like those ofan animaj gathering it>a'irror a spring. 

The motor roared again, the back wheels hit an ineli or so into the 
rocks and mud, then spun. The woman plunged, Hinging her two 
hard pilms against the wing. Her body arched with the push like a 
too tightly strung bow ; lier e\cs Inilgecl ; the muscles of her neck and 
face writhed under the thin brown skin : lier big shoes dug holes in the 
mud in their cHorls \o kcc}') ^lill agaiuNl the power of the pushing 
hands. The eai iiung. trernbhng, shnering, and one id' the woman’s 
feet began to slide towauK ilie blulVedge. 

Then her bod> scejned slow!} to lengthen, t'oi’ the ear had moved. 
The woman's haiuls staxed with the winu uniil it pulled away from 
them. Slie lei! sidcwa>s b\ ilie hlulV edge sv) that the front wheel 
scraped lier Ir.p and the buinr<er touched strands of the dark hair 
tumbled fioin the tlnck kni'!> wi-rn liigd' on her liead. She stayed a 
moment in thcnuid.liCi kncv.^ dmiblcd under her, her hands dropped 
flat on the eaitii, lier diau'ping he<id bel\^een lie* vU ins. her wh.olebody 
heaving with great gasping bieaihs 

She lifted her liead, s|u>uk it as it to elea.i some dimness from her 
eyes, smoothed back lier lian, then got slowly to her feet. Still gasp- 
ing and staggernig a ItUle, she Inn ried io ihe car, slopped again but 
ready to start v iih its wheels iv^ ihc hard-packed gravel by the road. 

She jerked llie d<a>r< pen and started in, but with t lie awkwardness 
of one unused to ‘>lie binupcd lier head agaiiisi the door-frame. 
She was jiul getting lici wide shoulders through, lier eyes on the 
child's face, when tlie oHicm, mueli smaller and more acyustomcd to 
cars than she, opened the d^^or on his side, sleppial |^ail-itay iritand 
tried lc> pick up the ‘-Inld. It seemed h.eaviei ih.an lie lia(^ thought, 
and instead ol lilting it he jeiked ii tjuiekiv, a hand on cither 
shoulder, across ilic seat and through the door, kee]nng it always at 
arm’s length as h it had been some vile and dirty animal. 

The woman snatelieil at the child but caught only the blanket. She 
tried to Jump into the car, but her long Icjosc coat-tail got under her 
feet and she squatted an instant, unable to rise, trapped by^ thcs' 
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coiat-tail. tter long, mud-streak^ hair had fallen over her face, 
arid through ft her eyes were big, unbelieving, as the man said, 
straightening from pulling the child into the road a few feet from the 
car» “You’ve helped undo a little of the damage you’ve done, but” — 
he drew a sharp, quick breath — “I’ve no lime for giving rides. I’m a 
part of the Army, travelling on important business. If you must go 
with me, you’ll leave your child in tlic road, lie isn’t so sick,” be 
went on, putting his foot through the door, even though the woman, 
still crouching, struggled through the other door. “He seemed quite 
active, kicking around,” and then to titc driver, quietly now, with no, 
trace of shrillness, “Go on.” 

The woman gave the driver a swil'i mrasui ing glance, saw his stiff 
shoulders, his face turned straight ;ihe;ul as if he were a part of the 
car to be stopped or started at the w ill of the other. The car moved, 
slowly; the olliccr was in now, one li.nul nn the back of the front seat,- 
the other closing tlie door. She gave an awkward squatting lunge 
across the car, her hands Hung palms outward as when she had flung 
herself against die wing. One hand caught the small gnan’s wrist 
above his pistol, the other caught his shoulder, high up, close to the' 
neck, pushing, grasping more tli.m sinking, for she was still en- 
tangled in her coat. 

He half sat, liall fell in the road, one foot across the cliild. She did 
not look at liim. but readied from the doorway of the car for the , 
child, and her voice came, a low, breathless crying, “Cain't you see 
' my youngen’s ehoken tu death'.’ i'\e got to git liim to a doctor.” 

One of the child's hands moved aimiesslv , weakly knocking the 
blanket from its face. She gave a gapping cry, her voice shrilling, 
breaking, as if all ilie tigliiness and calmness that had carried her 
through the ride, on the mile and the slopping and the starting of the 
car were wo: n aw ay . 

“Amos, Amos. It's Mommie. .\mos, honey, .Vinos'.’” She was 
whispering )•^ow, a questioning whisper, while the child's head 
dangled oter her arm. Ills unseeing eyes were rolled far back; the 
whites bulged out of lii-. dark, purplish f;icc, wliile mueus and saliva 
dribbled from Itis bhic-lippcd, swollen mouth. She ran her finger 
down his throat, bringing up ycllovv-iingcd mucus and ill-smelling 
Vomit. He gave a short whispering bretilh that seemed to go no 
deeper than his cliokcd-up throat. She blew in his mouth, shook 
■ hint, turned him over, repeating tite questioning whisper, “Amos, oh 
.lAmos?” 



The driver, who had leaped from hi§ s^f when sh^ pushed the 
other through the car, was still, staring at the child, h‘is hands under 
the older man’s elbows, though the latter was already up aiid 
straightening his cap. For the first time he really looked at the, child. 
“Shake him by the heels --slap him on ihc back," the young soldier 
said. 

‘'Yes, take him by the hecK," the (Uher rcpcjilcd. “Whatever is 
choking him might come loi*sc." Ami nou he seemed more man 
than soldier, ai once troubled and repelled by the sick child. ■ ' ■' 

^The woman was looking about her, shaking the child cradleddp 
Wt arms with quick jerky motions. “It's a disease,” she ;^idj 
‘‘They’s no shaken it out." She saw what she had apparently bfe^O 
hunting. A few feel up ilic road was a smooth, wide shelf of ftahd: 
Stone, like a little porcii hung abo\e the \allcy. She ran there, laid 
the child on the stone, begging of the men. “Help me; help, 
meanwhile unbuttoning the little bo\\ blue cotton jumper and under 
it his shirt, straightening him on the stone as one would straighten .th« 
dead. “Bring me a rock,” she said o\cr her slumlder, “flat likcfier. a 

piller.” " .;'a' 

The young soldier gaped at her. looked around him, and at la^ 
picked up a squarisli piece of saud'oek. Slic slipped it high up uiiddl 
the child's shoulders so liiai ihc swollen neck arched upward. 
Stretched with the weight of the bead, wh'.cii ii.ai fallen backward, j i 

“Help me,” she repeated to the \oung soldier. 'A'ou'll haveJfC 
hold his head, tight.” She looked up ai tiie I'thcr, who had .stoppdl,^ 
,few feet away and now ^tarcd at her. wondering, but no Ib'pg^ 
afraid. “You hold liis hand-, and keep his feet down.” She I66ked 
down at the blue swollen face, smootlicd back the dark-brown halt 
from a forehead high and l ull like her v)w n. “He cain’t light it mpicH 
— I think I giicss lie's ]iast fcelcn aiiyiliiii,''.'' and there was a hpj^ 
.'fulness in hwi voice lliat made ihe oliiicr give her a sliaip appraising 
glance a'^ i!' h.e were Thinkiii'! she could i'cera/y. 

-■ ' “Wouldn'i ii be belicr," he said, “lo go iiuickly to rhc 
doctor? 1 le's not - he still has a puKe, h.-isn'l lie?” 

She considei eii. nodding her head a little like one v ho undorstood 
such thin.es. “I kept a-iiveii to leel it Is.ick tliere I couldn't onjth 
mule — but his heart right now it's not good.” She looked at him, 
and said in a low voice. “I've seen yoimgens die. He ain’t hardly 
breathen,” then looked dov> n again at the child. “Hold his hand&.fth. 
keep his feel down: ihev's no use a-t:dkcn a gillen to th doctoir^th 
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W?tV lot m th no;(,t is ,better*n raii!^,aowa^m,xoaa*-ato 

a Ifls office.” ' ’ ' \ . 

”, officer said, and hesitantly drew closer and. j&Cc^ped 
aboV^%e child, but made no move to touch him. , ^ 

“I^old him,” the woman repeated, “his hands,” her voice low 
ag^in and tight, but with a slmei through it as it she were very cold.( 
ttet face looked cold, bluish like the child's, with all the colodtr 
dtaihed away, leaving the tanned, weather-beaten skin of her 
cheekbones and pitting nose and chin like a blown freckled nta^|^ 
painted on a cold and (nghtened face with wide, frightened eyesj, 
She looked again at tlie child, stiimghng fecbl> now with a sharp^^ 
hoarse breath, all her eves and hci thoughts toi him so that shft 
seemed alone by the sloping sandrock with the mists below her |jB 
the valley and the little ton Jaikened pines a wall between her apd 
the road. She touched his foiehcad, whispciing, “ \mos, I cain't let 
th war git you too ” 1 hen hei (.\cs weic on his neck bowed up aboVe 
the rock pillow, <ind ihc> staved thcic as she lepcated, “Hold him 
tight now ” 

The oldei man, witl the in ot oi c htiinouimg a lorloin and help-, 
less creature, took tlw cin'd'. n uuls m i ne ot his and put the other 
^bout its ankles I he vouiie soldisi giipping the thild's head, dreWj 
a sharp, surprised bKadi but tin othei, staling dovin at patched 
overall knees saw nothiim tiniil when he looked up there was th^i 
fOng blight knik drawing smIiK awav liom the swollen neck^ 
le^^ng behind it a thin line ih it toi an instant seemed no cut at all 
Hardly a maik, until the 1 lood seeped oiu, thickening the line, 
distorting it 

The woman did not look aw,n tiom the leddcning line, hut was 
still like a stone worn ii, not bitathine, nei l.iec tio/cn, the lips 
bloodless, giippcd to cihei, liic large diops ot sv ^ it on her forehead 
UlTimoviitg, lianeina as she squatted, head bent abo\e the shild. The 
pfBccrcricc^? (HI can I do that' 'loiiie \ouie killing ^ou can’t 
do that'”' 

He might lii\e been wind siiiiing lou in tlic valley tor all she 
bfsard. The hnueis n hot lett band moved qiueklv ovci the cut skin, 
pulling the skin .ipail. boldin^ it. tlninib on one side, linger 
gp‘«thc olhci, sliapiiu i led bowed mouti. n inning up tiom the 
iQbnd’s neck "Please, ' the man w i begging. Ins voice choked as if 
|^,pausea 

drlik , knife mo\cd iiLMin, and in ihc silence thcic came a little 
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hissing. A red-filmed bubble streaked with pus gcew qu the tcd» 
dripping wound, rose higher, burst; the child struggled, gave a 
hoarse, inhuman, whistling cry. The woman wiped the knife blade Op 
her shoe top with one hand while with the other she lifted the child’s 
neck higher, and then swilllv, using only the one hand, closed the 
knife, dropped it into hti pocket, and drew out a clean folded 
handkerchict 

She genth but quickK wiped the blood and pus from the giving 
hole, whispering to the diiki as it suugelcd, inving its little hoarse, 
inhuman cries “Sa\e \ci bieath, lionc\ thet little ole cut ain't 
nothen lei a big boN like \ou ni h loin \cars old ” She spoke in a 
low, lerky \oice like om. who his lun a long waj or lilted a heavy 
weight and 1 as no brcail to speak She laid down the handkerchief, 
hunted v\ith liei lice hand i n isi ait in hei back haii. brought out a 
hairpin, wiped it on the li indkeuhiet inseited the bent end in the 
cut, and then slowl\, w nehin the hole eiielullv, drew her hapd 
from under ilie child s neck, dl tiie while lioldni the hole open 
the hail pm 

The \oung soldiei , who h id iieiei loi'seiud lus i ip on the child’s 
head, diew a lonu shnerm be li ind hu ked with admiration at the 
woman, s'Mieliin- U 1 hei e \e hu tindin them still on the child, he 
looked low ird tie oditei ind u oi e ue an an i\, whispering, 
“Jee-Sio 

The woi ■'in kioked loiind ind s i le oil ei i who h ul collapsed 
all in a lie ip, li s i e id on \nios s kei i k li ind siill clutching the 
child s 1 u Os tie e icKMileiiled si e lid till iiuia back tO the 
child, s I ai o I 111 sin I Kiel Scud letter slieteh him OUt. 
Loosen i IS eo'l u lest i li I t i i Ills eh tins en\ how (lO on, lean 
manage 

The \o I I idiei up I dm l eelel, pleased si rt of Snillc, 

and thi \ tn lun juK l\ i i li m ine ihikl, gave him an 
uncasv dan l)< it uli -'nimhi ii II oil the bind edge.” 

“No til 1 il n slid sn ilm lU n ii \nii s, hi e.ithm'jx hoarsely 

and quicH it Ole pin i hi lie I dullv blue 1 ic Soldier 

lookedpattl lice ei U'ii| kd on il i Pnedownlo eWKlcval)ey» 
then up and a i i to ih u < I i I' hie ikmi' at times throUglt 
shieds and b u 1 s ot ihe low h . a h it oil 1 1 pl.iecs hidden SO 

that the low hills s ell tl ion h t' e U i’, siemcd Vast and inysteriOUjl^, 

like mountains nsint into the clouds He waved his hand tOWardi’ 
the hills “I’ll bet liiulmi! theie is cood ’ 



The W6ma|i nodded without looking Up/’ *^ighty good — now. 
They ain’t hardly left us a mdn able to carry a gun er listen to a 

, hound 4og” 

“Where is ” the soldier began, then stopped, for the ofScer's 

rjhead was slowly lilting, and at once it uas as if the other had never 
looked at the hills or spoken to her 1 le straightened his shoulders, 
imtled down his coat, watched an instant longer As the head 
continued to hit, he stepped closer, and alter a moment’s hesitation; 
and with a swift glance at CjciIic, put Ins hands under the other’s 
arms, standing in fiont of him so that the olhccr was between hitti 
and the bin IT 

, The woman gave the t\s o a quick, w oi i led glance “It s high there; 
watch out ” 

‘Tm quite all right, ’ ihc ollicci ud, shaking the olhci’s liands 
away He lilted a giccmsh, waicis c\cd 1 itc that seemed no soldier’s 
face at all, onl} uu oUl m in s lace 1 low s il c little one he asked^' 
getting slowK to his feet 

“Breathcn,” llic wc man s ud 

“You’ve done a Ihina m ti s doctois would be aliaid to do without 
an operating roinn ui nn'mi hi. said all hi need for haste 
somehow diopixu iiw iv 1 1 1 . oi' ci h id h indcd 1 mi his cap, but he 
Stood holdim’ i*, lookin'' .it tlu woman as it theic weic something 
he would like to sa\ but could not 

The woman dabbed a, tin blood and mucus and pus bubbling 
through the hole ‘ It that stuH lui s down his windpipe an into his 
lungs, it’ll be bad slie s ud, us it talkma to iitiscll more than to the 
men. “’i oil can gi\c i sheep pneumome it when sou'ie a-drenchen it 
water gits down into its lunas 

She looked about I i at the little pine ticcs, u the tops of the 
black gum and poplai isim’ b\ die blull, tiicn , w t\ acioss the road 
as if seaicluiiH lot soiiKthm ’ ‘ t)ncc I saved i cow that was choked 
— an in hci'wmdpme I pm a piece a e me 

“Whal*i It ’’’ he asked, caiclul not to look it the child “It doesn’t 
Seem like pi un ehokm" 

“It’s ’ hhe n bbed hci bml aim up hci toichead, back across 


her Stringing hail ‘ I disitmcmhci what thev call P now . used to be 
they said numbi mous cioup I ihuu 'Id it was nst plain cioup, badj 


rd cioup like he’s had aloic. till Aunt Sue Annie come She told 
iword come in ih mail Iasi night Mcalie Sexton’s baby was dead, 
cthought It had th ei oup w lien she come a visitcn m> mother wheUr 
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she Come in ffupa Cindcaniti^heir baby aii hip, they ^a$ tbgfetHr/\ 
She looked towards the young soldier, who stood in respeetfnl ilieiu^ 
a feet behitul the other. “Could you hold this open and yjatch 
him? ni have to git somethin to put in it It’ll take jist a ihillint 
They’s a little poplar right aerost tli road “ 

He glanced as it toi pei mission at the otliLci. but the other hid' 
turned awa>, looking giccmsh and sick astam, and after a momentlt 
hesitation the joung one came with a licsli clean liandkerchief of Ms 
own and took the haupm and the woman s jdace bv the child. She 
htirried acioss the load to a little poplii, and with one swift stroke 
cut a bough about the thickness of her middle linger, cut again; the 
bough with Its jellow leases iinlleckcd with red oi brown dropped 
away. Ihen, working is she w ilkcd b ick acioss the road, She 
stripped the g'c\ berk liom the slum lenctli ol limb, glancing 
between each kiulc stroke at the child Slic liad crossed the road, 
when she stopped kniL lilted, to look it .i icd card Icttcicd in black, 
tacked to a lair si/cd pine ticc Most ol the punt was small, but 
large enough for men in pissiua c us to a id wtre the woids. MBI^ 
WOMIN, wiLidw KIN, iNfii s\M n\i\c (u \KiiRS Hcr kiufC; 
lifted, came down m oik Ion ih usi a iinst iIk cud It fell and she 
walked on, the kmte w( 'km i m with ^wilt twistin’ cuts, forming 
a hole in one end id the w u)d 

“You shouldn t hue do ic tli it tic okkr mm sud, nodding 
towards the c ud u the toot ol tl c piiK I hcv lucd workcis badly— 
as much as soldiers ilmost 

She nodded, al ik. i i t n low luK the cliiki 'Hut in our settle- 
mcnllhcv un t nobod' else i1k\ c in it, sk sud 
“Is vo’ir nusb ind in the ir mci.1 fi u cs In iskcd 
She sh )i k hci 1 c id His t \ imi ten d I'v. is till iboiit three weeks 
off” 

“Docs he oik in l ) Idol \ 

“He haul I il m m iwn liiick wicn he can "it has— anth 
miners < .n itihi inu i in c tp in sliill to wi'il mthcoal’'* * 

^ “The big 0 ui loudlicicnt ’li ud 1 Ik \ nccu materials, 

' worse ” * 

“Thonlymiui iK kit u i Iwou ppks .m oik ic d old ’’ , 

“But a good mn hicMco m tl c c hlllc nunc l'\c seen lheij!| 
by the road \ omi bi i \ i t ol lu inpo\ ci, woikmg with^l^^ 
’machincrj," he s ud ^ 

She studied the cut in the child >icck, listened, liowmng 



bireaths. to ti;ie m^’s^ wo^i^ at,ift^i>u| 

if she Had heafd 'the words ’iiiS^ 
ndf.'iunderstand, and her face was expressionle^i8, >y 
in the soft wood, now glancing at the child, 
like the farmers,” the ofliccr \\ent on, his voice 
a^ogetic as he glanced towards the child, struggling again so t^al 
dai^''^ldler must lay down the handkerchief and hold his hands 
fh0 Sttain of holding the haitpin stead> in the windpipe was hri ngf^ 
SVV^t to his foichcad. “Tiic% can’t exempt every little one-Ko^^ 
{htmer who has hllle to sell. A man has to produce a lot of W'haf^O*^ 
cOhntry needs.” 


'She did not nod, but her lips tightened so that, as when sh&ha^ 
emtthe child’s neck, her moutli was a pale, stiaight slit below the 
Straight upper lip and the lutling nose “1 hey wain't a farmer in am 
our settlement big enoimh,” slie said, and her voice was low aniE 
sullen. ^ 

“Have you dn> relatives in ihe armed forces’’” he asked, his voic^ 
Somehow critical. 

: “list cousins an in laws an sich noa ” 

' “Now?” 

" “Since ycsleidav moinen I had a brothei till then.” 
o“Oh.” His voice liad chanevd. Idled with a kind of proper sad."' 
n^s. “Let ns hope he IS onK missing and ’'hat - - ” ^ 

^ “Jesse that’s niv marsb'othei he’s th one that's missen. 
my brother th telegiam said, ‘kilt in action’ ” The knife was stU^ 
and she sat a moment staring out across the hills, repeating slowlyjt 
tOnelessly, “Kilt in acuon ” lliea, still in the toneless talking-to- 
herself voice, “ 1 hesc same leaves was mcen when they took him — ^ao, 
he’d planted his coi n Some ot it he saw come up " 

“He was a lainun the man asked 
* The knilc moved in the wood again as she said, “One a them little' 
es.“ The»knifc fought the wood v'lth shaip, swift )abs, forming a, 
le the length ot the shoit piece ol popko. Flic man, watching 
BJy. uncomtortablv. tiving not to look at the child or the woman’s 
!6, sa|d, “You ai • vciv skiltul with a knife ” 

‘*rve alius whittled ” 

'’What'”’ 

‘^h, handles ” 

Randles 

^looked down at the hand that held the poplar wood, the back? 
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brown and wrinkled, finger-nails black and ragged, then.at the, palm, „ 
smooth wth the look of yellowed leather. It wtis as if tlic hand were a: 
page engraved with names while she, looking now at the poplar 
wood, repeated, ‘‘Hoe handles, saw handles, axe handles, corn-)^riife 
handles, broom handles, plough liandles, griibben-lioe handles, 
churn-dasher handles, hammer handles, all kinds a handles— it takes 
a heap a handles. Somclimcs I make cm ler ih neighbours.” 

He was silent, his glance l:\ed (ui her bands. "1 landles,” he said at 
last, “There \^ouldn't be much tun in handies." 

rier face for an instant si^lletiod, and as site looked up something 
thatmighl ha\e been haired was gone runn her c\es. “I'xe never had 
much time ter whiltlcn l\*tdishncss. Oli, a few dolls. C assie — ihat'^S 
niy least girl- she's cra/\ o\ci ili dolls I uhiille, but when I git ail 
settled I’m aimen w work up a pu\’c a wild cherry \'iood I’ve got. 
Ifs big enough ter ih licad un shouKicis u\ a tan-si/cd man if” — her 
voice was low aaain, vwoulcring <is ifslie talked U> heiseil"--“if I can 
ever hit on Ih iig.lii face *’ S!ie giai eed :it ihc soldier siniggling to 
keep the child's liaiuis liami clawing <i[ his neck ‘dloKl out a little 
minute longer. r\cab(uii at i tins hoi.* lin omm " 

The older man st(a>d so that it lie h'oivat! sirai-'hl m lioni ol* him 
he could see tae woman hut m-: ! he "Wh-U kind ('f lace?” he 

asked. 

She shook tile sii.iMiv.’s iMit oi'ihe lanndl'. 0'.e|un)ing Indc, began 
on the <nl'er end. ‘d don't know I'*.', i.m )ngiit on ( hi isi - butsome-‘ 
how Ins lace am'i ne'. er elcai ei so:i eiiicn Ma>be some other — old ' 
Amos 1 liked, or I ve!eslasIe^ or Judas ' 

'MudjaN \iul I'e ea'vc hei a. '.iia.i p, suspa nms-seemme glance. 

She k'-ked a Mill ai lie einld, ihni maided, her e\es on the 
knife Inkid.- she hdk-vd jud.i. \‘nli his mouth all drooly, 

his hand hJvi out lei i!i sjl’.ei, but Imias goen th ihifty piecei?> 
away. ! she \.eiii alter ilie sha\mgs out of 

the hole, aiair. (<!ie dta*s me^inuess tei' money — like 

Judas.” iler e\e. wue on tlie pv)jd ;!s she spoke. thcy’S 

not maigr hi k.a-i) gi'.es (h monec aa.iy an (ecK soiry they’ve 
got it.” ' 

She looked lov ,iuls the child and met the e\es (T tlie vinmg sojdier ■ 
— there was a h’.adi n<a] in Ins ^wes bm he was silenl, iov the Other 
was saying, ”N'ou l » be c|mie a student (d' the Hiblc.” . * ; 

She shook her head!. h Bible's about ih only thing I’ve eWt:‘ 
read — when 1 was a growen up my mother was sick a heap an^nty. 
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latner nutt his lejg in th log woods. I had to Kei|i;hiffl;t,an never got 
m«ch schoqlefi, but what he give me.” 

.“^4 he bad you study the Bible.” 

“He had me git things by heart Ih way they used to do in th old 
days— 'poetry an th Constitution an a licap a th Bible.” She rose 
and, still whittling, walked towards the child. She stood above hint,' 
working swiftly until the hole in the liny wooden pipe was to her 
liking, and then with the same gentle skill with which she had 
whittled she put the tube into ll'.e child's neck. She then wrapped, 
him swiftly in the blanket, and \\ith no glance a.l either man walked 
.quickly to the car. 

The oflicer piisiicd hi-iisclf into a coisicr as far from the woman 
and child as possible. 1 !e sal slillh, tr\ ing not to show his distaste for 
• the big woman cluttering his speckicss ear, just as he tried not to look, 
at the child or show that ilic 'iihunian gurgling cries it gave or the'*, 
whispering hubbies of ils breath nauseated him like the sight of the 
wooden tube beaded at times wiiii pus and Woi.idv mucus. 

The woman sensed this and s.n trjing to make herself as small as ' 
possible, her nuKldv feet umri" m ■ hy she ds>or, her great shoulders 
hunched over lire child, and siighiiy side\sa\^. 1 iie driver stared' 
straight ahead at the uud. I he w. '.ian ms'stly watched the wooden 
pipe.. The ollicer Iook>.d lust a! t'.ie side id'ilie rsxid, then the other, 
unable to keep his glance from the child. 

The road iel't lire high pine ridges and followed the twisting course 
of a creek dovMi into the vallev of il o t umborland. Above them on 
(he shoulder of the ridge lay a sleep little cle.iring; stumpy, first-year, 
new ground it loi'kcd to he, not iialf tended. 1 von in the rainy 
twilight Cierlie could see ihe leafess spnnils eneiivling the white oak 
stumps and the .>mall..ess of tlie lialder shiieks- .i woman's todder 
shocks. Held lip again it tlie hill.iide on long fi i'iit legs like stilts was 
a little plank house with a tar-paper roof. C'iiiekens were going to 
roost in a crooked dogwood tree near the door, and a white-headed 
chiid canlt around the lioiisc, stumbling under the sticks of stove- 
wood hugged in its arms, while ou the high jtorch steps two other 
children, one too si lall ti' walk, played with a sniUtcd lioiind. 
„;,ffhough it lay on the woman’s side of the loaii, both glanced at it — 
'tbe first house after miles oi'C'umhei land National borcsl. 1 hen both 
‘Saw the service (lag with one star blue- in the one tront window by 
tiigidoor. 

■“‘‘V^hat crops do they raise in this country?” the ofheer asked, as. 
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if he didn't rtiucjhi ciire but Waited ta make some sound above the 
child’s breathing. 

little -uv evert hing.” 

"But what is their main crop?” lie insisted. 

•Youngens,” she said, liolding the child’s liands that were bon- 
tinually wandering towards the hole in his neck. “Youngens fer th 
wars an them raciories." 

He turned his head sliarply away, as lie w ished to hear no raOrc'^ 
but almost al once liis unwilling glance was llicking t lie child’s face; 
where the blueness was thinning, and ihc eyes, less bulging now, 
showed their dark colouring through the half-open lids. “Your child 
needs a hospital," he said, looking past her ilirough the window^.* 
*"You’d bettor go w ilh us uiUil wc reach c^ne." , , 

' "“Th closest that ud take luni with a disease like this is mebSe 
Lexington — an that’s nigh a luinneft miles aua\." She wiped a 
trickle of yellowish sali\a funn imc corner of his inoiilh. “He needs, 
.some drugs, like they give for this, ng.ht now - he oughtn't to wait”' , 

, ‘"He needs oxvgen," the !n<in said. I he\ \^ere silent again, and*' 
once more the sounds of the child's battle lor breath filled the quiet 
car. ”Do >oii farm’’" the ohiccr asked in ilic same aimless, desperat^r ' 
Bound-making \oice. 

“A little."^ 

‘T guess every family back in \]\c^c lulls has a little patch of Ian, d* 
and keeps a cow or so and a few sheep " 

The woman turned and hooked at him, her quiet grey cyCS’^ 
questioning. She ga\e a sh)w hcad>hakc ‘‘Not c\erbody has gota.„ 
little piece a land." 

"‘f supiTD^c yoai lui\c ^ ' 

She sli )i lie* iieatl it'/ain with a slowncs> tliat might have becd 
W^cariness ‘ VV'c'ic rcnu.n/' s’lc said, “on (ml John IJal low’s plate J 
;hegits liaif wc mt half." Sr.c hcMtaJcd, then added slowly, ina loW; 
voice, as iT i Ojuiu cc* i.di: ui iicr w luaN, “Now , that is> but — rWe'tC ’ 
aimen-'" wc'iL’ h\:y n i. * .1 \Aa< r all ouj- own." 

“How lUL-p" lie said, Ill ;nakiip' sound. -UMiig a cjuick 
the child. “A pLicc loi sou aiu! >v»m childicn to Ir.e while youf'* 
husband is in '.ci ' PS*. ’ 

' “Yes,” she ^'lid. A warm i()i>k c.imi \nu> her troubled ejxvsuswum 
she had spoken ol tijc block o\ wood. “Silas 'I ipton's went 
Muncie to work in a lactory. lie wanted his wile an youngcns WUfl 
Kim, so he sold his jdacc. It's a good place old, a log 



aij^huUt good, like they biiilt in th old days! to pld. Johii 

Ballew fer.to git money to move on. Old John don’t wknt th niace. 
Hi$ hoys is all gone.” 

He nodded. “So you’ll buy il ; lurni it while your husband’s 
“Yes,” she said, speaking w ilh iiK'rc certainty than before, asl^Hel 
w^fdSi had made the land her own. “My biggest boy, Reuben,' h^jS 
twelve,” and her eyes were warm again. “1 !c likes farm work an he’s 


lagbod hand.” 

’\,“You like to farm,” he said, not asking, glancing at her 
shoulders and muscle-corded wrists showing beneath the too slid|| 
(qoat-sleevcs. 

'She nodded, “rvc alius farmed. Mv father had a big farm-j-^I 

■h^ppJed him when 1 was growen up. My brother is ’ 

Stopped, went on again, hut the words were a thick mumble, 
younger than me.*’ 

After a little space of lc\ cl T'r>ad, they were going down again* arid 
the rainy autiiinn dark came swiftK down like a settling bird. Thelr^ 
were sharp, steep curves wIkmc the dripping limestone clilTs above 
gave back tlic sound .»)' tlic c ir\ i:orn, and below tliem lay a narro>^ 
black plain pricked with iighu. \ train blew high above theni 
Siomcw’Jiere in the liineslcme walN. '1 he child siarted at the strange 
sound, and the wiunau Vvhispcied, ‘Wolhen's gt>cn tu Inirt yoti, 
iloney.” 

: \On the low iviad in the village by tiie Cnmbeiiaud, the lighted 
windows of homes were sqnaics o\ brightness behind the shadows 
ibb leallcss, dripping trce>. I hen Cvimc sidewalks w ith store windov^^ 
'bright above ihcin, and the driver went more slowly, looking firsl 
this way and tliat. I ’ e woman looked at the windows filled with 
many ditferent things, and on them all were pasted white or red 
;rii: blue or yellow sheets of paper that bore pieiures of Uncle Sant, 
jpf soldiers, of sailors, of airmen, ol pretty girl soldiers with neai 
hltiir; but itll licld big black words like the red sign on the pine 
‘'GIVI, RM) (ROSS- JOIN nil w ves givk hi.ood — work AT 

Ki 

The, car stopped m a wash of light from a broad window, wliik 
gh abovc the road more lights made a brightness on the wet, leaf 
[itStered sidewalks that lay on either side i!ie Mrcct. The woman 
fe'Munaccustoincd to so nuieh brightness, sqninehcd her eyes anc 
&|$ted her licad abcnit as she drew the blanket more closely about thi 
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“Wait,” the officer said. “Hatcher, n^ke certain thejre is a doctor’s 
office close by and that he is in.” 

The woman watched the soldier go across the street, then ^anced 
at the officer, who was looking out of Ins windowas he rolled it down. 
A door had opened on the sticct, and through it came a burst of 
juke-box music. The woman looked towards the sound, a shadow of 
girlish interest in her ti oiibled e\es, then hei glance went swiftly back 
to the officers head and, not taking hei e\es (torn him, she lifted the 
child on one arm, and with a quick and lurli\e movement reached 
into hei coat pocket, her hand going dow n into the lining, searching. 
The man turned .i little, gkmcing at hci m his quick, imp.itient way, 
and her hand at once became still, and did not seaich again until he 
had turned awa\ 

The hand was still aaam wIkii the vcniiv’ soldier opened the door, 
saying, “ 1 he doetoi s m his olliee 1 1 'lit aeioss the stiect 

The woman Hesitated, in>\iim towaids the opened door but 
looking at the ollieci, hci liarel. lokled into a lisi, eommg slowly out 
of the bottom i I !\ei coat Siie diished. opeiiiiva the list, showing a 
W'orn and limp bill ’Iwa'iltupi \ ui ki iK ndt. , ’ she said, “but I 
can’t hnd ih right eh in 

The oliieer looked at liie oi lOn ei d (i\e ilullirbdl, surpiiseand 
disgust icddenip-: 1 I ta^e 1 uiMn i think >1 ehai'mig,” he said, 
staring al the bill, sn nenn sn \ m ' led tiie '' w.i, haidly legible. 

“But 1 am ed tu pa\, sht. s iid. loiieliin his h old witli the money. 

Me icached qiiK kK loi tlk moiie Idi one snddeiiK eliaiiging his 

nund ‘ I e 111 eh 01 e o he aid, id Unnnmawav trom her drew 

out a wallet but n \ as < i'\ itu ' i i out ot the eat that he put 

bilk, lolded elo sl\ et e in’ ' n , niiid, si\ii \ dollar's fair 

enou Ml. 1 iiess \iul ti I I !e Ip IK I aci OSS the street, 

Hati hi I 

“J i.n 1 i I ^ Ik Slid 1.1 ppn tie nioiH\ oilo her aproU 
pocket 

1 he* 'oil I oi 1 1 I p 0 ui'nti ihI p, 1 (.il np <i sp'> ill bright 

thing laiiui Mill lohis (it 1 ' I 1 I il 1 s 1)1 i,in I I !e 11 mded it to Iter 
asihcywalle s tl I I ' is ls,.i p It to’ the b.ib\.’' he said, 

“Skirs like III I nd ol u i. 

“Oil,” slu s lu' ih m in si u I didn I me in to leai it oil '. You’d 

better give it imi t > 'iiin s )ii,i.bodv idl gii him ler loscn it. i’ve 

beared thc>'ie mi nt\ hiui on s Kims it their clothes doifA look 
light.” 
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“Mot on tl|p ^ilpes of him,”^the other said. Tl^y had gone a little 
4i$tance down the sidewalk when the man pointed to a lighted door- 
way a few steps back from the street. “There’s the doctor’s,” he 
said. 

She glanced timidly towards the door. “I ain’t never been to a 
doctor before. Clovis, my husband, he’s alius took th youngens th 
few times it was somcthcn Sue Annie couldn’t cure ’’ 

His flat, absent-minded ej cs opened w ide m astonishment. “Lady, 
you can’t be afiaid ot nothing Just walk in ” 


CllAPlFR TWO 

ShL stepped into a small square hallwa> and stood an instant 
hesitant bctoic its ivvo closed doors, then opened the one that looked 
most used. She walked into the loom behind the dooi, then stopped 
suddenly, blinded b> the unaceustomed lights and confusedly aware 
that what seemed t>' bo i wiuilc 'oomtul ot people sitiing on chairs 
and sofas and standii' ' In tl.c walls h.id looked up at her coming. 
They now turned to Iwi with the cjiiick, intcicwted glances of people 
so long hemmed togethei with dieii pains and iioubles that any 
occurrence, n> mallei how li.M.d, is a weleomc dnersion. They 
looked mote inicrUi> now, !oi she was large bevond an> woman most 
had evei seen, and there was liim the loimh clothing, dishevelled 
hair, and mud-stieakcd lace il e i.i\iiie need foi help 

A thin, hump shoiildeiecl woman with a slccpine bab> across her 
knees pre'sod heiselt mto a eoii.ei ol a small sota lo make room 
betwc'cn husel* and i teen .lec bo\ m oveialls with blood-stained 
bandages o\ei most ol ms head and hall his lac*' 

Gertie backed swilth awa\ ‘A oui bain might git this bad 
disease- ahcl mme cam i wait ” She hmiied baik into the hall, 
knocked*)!! the oiliei dooi \. woman born llie waiting-ioom called 
in a shaip, cii\ like \oice, “ 1 h docloi's biis\ sow mg up a man’s leg. 
You’ll have lo wau voiir tin n ” 

Gertie knocked mote loiidlv When no one Cviinc she opened the 
door, and went into a small loom luinisheci wiiii a desk, two chairs, 
•■and books on open slielvcs Slu s.ov aiioiiici door, and was opening, 
it when a woman .ill m white came qiiickW through it. “You must 
*Wait outside or heltci, come b.ick I h doctor’s ’’ 



22 

V 

“I cain^i” Gertie interniiited. She'piiflcd back^ the blanket, held 
Amos towards the Woman . 

The nurse looked down at Amos, studied his face an'|nstant 
before she saw the blood-streaked neck set with the wooden pipe, 
She turned sw ilil> awaj , opening the dooi behind her. She was half* 
way across the next looin bclorc her voice came, even and smooth, 
“This way, please ” 

Gertie lollowcd ihiough anotlci small loom lined with shelves 
with bottles and jais. p.ist an open dooi through which she saw 
a' man stieichcd undci a biight light on a high bed-likc table while 
over him a tall man woiked She hcaul ^loans and smelled some- 
thing that made hci think ol whisk\ 

The nurse lett her in a tm\ hm m tl it laid nothnv’ but a high iron 
bed, one chair, and a bn ht v lute hclit m the ceiling \car the foot 
of the bed v\as a window, and (leiti'' s.iw )iist p.ist the "lass, clear in 
the white light, tl e Im'b ot a m ipic lice to wlmlt snl! citing a lew pale, 
rain-dnppmg leases “Put the b,.b\ < n tl e bctl md iindiess him — if 
you can without 1 uiiiii" his neck, the muse s,i d and was gone. She 
was back with the d( clor bcloic Cicitic It id Vn i '■ i u' t'l his overalls. - 

He was a tall, thn man wuli p iK skin ind pile han, though his 
eyes, set m cimklcs now wen. ilu kind ol biii’lil, ciuick blue thtlt 
might once have uoui ^ ith icd 1 ui i!c cons dcud \mos briefly, 
but unlike the nurse lie let 1 is t\cs slop .uul si i\ on thi woi'den pipe. 
His mouth opened, itcn cIosi.d, opciud a' tin as he said to the nurSe 
in a slow, scemm^K unc(m<.c ned \i cc thil he mi"ht have used to 
discuss the v'c ill Cl ‘ 1 bciicct \ou d bctici set up the o'v gen lent.” 
And to Cic’itic, ‘ I ’kIicc wi d bcllci me ,i dilk,uit kind ot tube.” 
And over his sliDuldcr to the nurse, no s tap l ippiii ’ .iw i), “We’d 
better rig up .in I \ ,]nitwl .idiii s ' i c in in it bu ik out that new 
box ot '•mu ’ t Used iIh 1 'St on tl i i in I lid ilao Ikitcrbiingit 
first.” And back to (jcilic as he luted a sicilioscope to his cars, 
“Been sick Ion ’ ’ 

She flushed , UK* ^.lid in ilowvouc Ihiccdivs” I lei Voice grew 
Oven lower, I n u "iiiltv seem n ’ ‘ f)lc l''i i S, xton's liawgt gOt ill 
Ourcorn lli b dcVi s stripped butlheoin i in t "ct lieu d, and mean 
th boys, we " oiKd all d i> „ tl into i\e it missul up it was, doWh, 
on the niudel> ■ r luiul I ou"! l 

She stopped, iinec'liui of wliellii oi no the doctor heard, 
had plugs in his eais mil sas IisIliiiii" to Amos She stood puflih^ 
the knuckles of hir leU h.md witli lei light, studying the doctor?^’ 
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face jit Were a page oif writing iii WtiJjfatJiili^ir.Mnd 

|fe i^siJed aod looked at Her. ‘*Diphtherfa Oflf Vay?^ 

^Ktdded above her wringing, pulling hands. “But I^tfidit.' 
kaoVFrtill down in the evenen today Sue Annie come an told me 

WiB ” She looked towards the wooden pipe. “Did i 

wrong? I couldn’t jist stand and waltli him ” • 

S i took the hypodermic nctdlc the muse handed him, and sHp 
into Amos’s hip “1 belicxc \<'ii \e done all right,” he said, fcai 
still she couldn’t read his eyes oi his smec, could only comfort herSel 
with, the realisation that \mos w is novi moit able to fight th 
needle than hci knife Stiil, when the nu.se came in, rolling an iroi 
tube of a thing on wheels with one h uid, the othei holding a traj 
covered with a towel, and he told hei to w ut outside, she was motsi 
afraid than ever 

Gradually she giew eonsc. ms ot the sounds aioiind her, she heart 
what she knew was a teleplioiu im mij the nuisc would come an< 
talk in another loom and the imam ’ would lor a little while be still 
She heard often the woids ’do^u i and ‘busv’, and onee the nursi 
said, “He’ll itot then, in turn iki puns irc still live minutes apart,’ 
,ln between times slu In. u d i oans 1 1 om the i oom she h id come past 
and now and then, sn uheitd ind loa thunigh the walls, the cneso 
babies, the low \oKcd tilk me w utmg siek people, the openmj 
and closiii" I't tlie o Usme do 'i .'s more eamc in and with eacl 
Opening ol the doi i then, c m t, Ide the splitteis ot ram on thi 
window, loud dance music tioin the iiil-e box acioss the stiect 
The nurse was const intlv I uiivmg bick and loiih, and once 
wHen she passed with a bottle m one hind, a stand m the other 
rubber tubin ’ d inulin ’ clow 11 lici lioutdci ( icitic hcaid her througl 
the open dooi “Ihcic sabov (.nitsule w.ints vou to come to his fathe 
— ^pneumonia, they thml bloodv von. it pun out ot his head wit) 
fever, sick abvU > t week tibinit six miles last ot Sweet Cium in a bent 
of the CuiifbcrlanJ He olkicd to bung a imi'e to the end of th 
gravelled fo id I)i B unett, he s ud, had mad u in his Model A witl 
,chain.sc\en in nniddv wcatlwi I tidd him vou wouldn’t come, buthi 
wotl’tgo avvav ” 

“Dr. Bai nett’s soimw lieu in the P.'citic studving up on tropica 
^seakes- hadn’t toudicd a pitunt. tlic ku* 1 he.ird,” the docto 
$aidt and then sighed a long sh.vtiing sigh that seemed to begin a 
ij^vbottom of his fxllv “I 'mess inav we d better send some sulf 
pitb. Pills,” he said, and theic was silence bolwccn ihcm as the 
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worked with Amps; aod then, like a man ftnished! with one tlang and 
aple to think of another, “How’s the Osgood business'?” . ; 

“They’ve telephoned twice for you to come, but she’s npt had 
convulsions.” 

“I don’t like her blood pressure,” he said. 

“But she was like that the other time,” she said. 

“But this time tiic baby's been dead so Ion;:.” He was moving 
towards the door, and Gertie hurned te.wards liini. He looked away 
from Amos, and if ho saw the questions in her eyes he made no move 
to answer them, but asked, “I 'p all last niuhl and worked all today in 
the rain?" 

She nodded. 

“Sleeps ?" 

She shook her head. 

“You’ll ha'>c to sit all nielit h\ h'.i bed anti v.aleh that lube. Don’t 
let it plug up; ifstni do/c and it plugs he'll elit'ke. Don't go into the 
waiting-room- l;alt' the children in this county haven’t been int-. 
munised. I'll Kiok m again, in.aybe around midnight.” 

The nur.se lingejcd an instant and smiled a tired smile. “There’s a 
iplace acrciss the stievt sells cuirce -some lime later m.iyhc I can stay 
/with him long enough fur you to iim get ;i cup. or d' I got a chance 
* I’ll bring you some " .knd she was goiie alter the doctor. 

Gertie leaned a long time over Amos, looking donn at him in the 
tent. She studied the needle m Ins arm, the bottle hanging above him, 
frowned over the new tube in his neck: such ;i Ihmsy little thing it 
looked to hold the u uidpipe open. .M'tcr a while Iheie was a drop on 
the end of it, and slie reached tlirough ilie lent Map and wiped it 
away: th.en quieklv and with a guilty air she I’ell his pulse, but it was 
only for a moment, almost at once 'he K'oi. her liand away and 
smiled a faint but joyful ^mlle. 

She sat bv the bed. still and still m the siraighl-backcd chair, 
twisting iier he.ad ul limes, or shielding her eves with her 1 and against' 
the while, do .sii-hcatmg light. She watched and listened t(V the child,. 

■ but her empty h.inds \^erc restless, ihey smoothed bacK her hair,' 
"^Straightened her eottr, touched .Amos, ttiul .at last beg.in to pick thc 
•Spanish needles olf the laded apron. The picking was too slow, and; 
^without looking away trom the child she let one hand go into Kcf' 
apron pocket and bring out the knife, swiftly, already open and rea4y' 
for work. 

However, the knile, in dead of scraping on the Spanish needl^f- 
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huog idle above her lap While she reached in her pocket with the 
other hand and*brought out the officer’s change from the five‘dollar 
bill, forgotten until now. She began to unfold the tight little wad 
with the thumb and finger of her left liand, but hardly was it half un- 
folded when the kniie dropped into hei lap and she seized the money 
with both hands She unfolded th(‘ tom bills quickly, staring hard at 
each. She spr.ing up 1 he lOP oiu n • iik slid to the floor and lay 
there while she 1 cld a bill nn hi tlic li 'lit She turned the bill over 
and over, felt it bclwien tiumib ukI m iiiblKd bci e>es, looked 
again. Turn by turn slie csaniiiu. 1 c ilii b 'I, but cd\ i\ > each showed 
a lOin one eoi nci on ujic si le, i 10 n d i laicldk on die other. 

She stood a loim fmit lio'on il nu i(.\ looku about, glancing 
now and then at die chikl is u lo 1 1 ikt < ci lam I e w is asleep The 
man in the next loom noi i ,ind so i cone spoke to him. a soft 
Whispeung, die wokK h s ii i ^ s\il' (jl lie danced uneasily 
towards the doi I. liLsiu ed ' i l sc u ei a hose c\cs and hands 

cannot get cn m ii oi .t ic somi s' Id she sn oothed eadi bill 

bctw'een he hid ]iilm \ |h icd die Icttcis of the name, 
“Il-a-m-i 1 1 o 1 

She remen bcicd h i 1 id ' c i ' a i p i I < lopped it into her 
pocket Shs s u o\' ii ltd i. I 'll s isai si lid ue vent often 

to the mone\ a 'I i k id ii \ i' iii i ci i o si' il u all oi each bill 

showed Now and d di he 1 '( td u loisiis o\c iiv' shcuildci, and 
always she hsiep' d s' c ' c ' <1 c n i n ihe ' i 'nw \ sliliieimg in the 
rain. Twice dies U'l peJ a u ' cic \ c c led ’ mnma up the steps, 
then knockinas on ihc (Uku i s oooi Son di'i'os a iiam whistle 
blew, and one ( .1 am d dee me . 1 iml p lU iii'-of mis e 

CTutchui'’ 111 moil. 'e u up to wipe iiiolhei diop liom the 
tube, and then w is lewoevs ji k 1 1 b'ek and loith m die linj loom. 
She had stopped to w udi iiie in 1 lie boaah ' m m lapping the 
window in the si.tlinn' i m, w un <111 loud a liiiek, loud, the 
motor c«ni'’lwn ’ a hide eomi u elowu me I i niwa\ lioni the south. 
She wailed* hei laee kiise widt fisleiin ’ while die Miiek stopped and 
feet came up the tops, .doss the pouh ilide e line then a loud, 
insistent knoekuv’ 'soniebod\ answcod al las', ind tins nine the 
feet did not uo aw.i\ she lie lui diem o\ei ll c Imoletiin in the store- 
room. SwiliK she sluneki die in ne\ uowi iiuo die scetel place 
below the tomness ell he'i loat po let. hoi'l iho coal, gaxe the cloth 
^ swift cnlical elaiieo as it lo make eci lam it kept its secret well, then 
Stood Straight and s<ill and walehed the dooi 



It opened sbwly part-wdy, and a man’s voice, troubled for all its 
slow softness, asked, as if afraid of fhe answer, **WeR, how is he?’’ 

‘^Better/’ she said, not moving towards the door, but looking again 
at the coat pocket, then quickly at Clovis, his tall, thin body stooped a 
little, his forever hunched shoulders hunched still more as they 
always were when he stepped thioiudi a strange door, for he was as 
tall as she, bin without the bigness ot bone oi width of shoulder 

He continued to hcsiiate in the doenwav, lluowing his worried 
glance Inst ai hei and then at the tent ovei Amos with the half- 
emptied bottle ot velUnsisli liquid hum" above it 1 he fright grew in 
hise>es. “lie's a-goen to be ill light," said, hei v oice reassuring, 
gentle as it speaking to a tumbled child 

He drew a long, shnciing bic uh, ^amc lliiough the door, straight- 
ened, and tipiocd towards the bed “1 jii.g<Tcd cvcrthing ud be all 
right when old Di'ck co nc hon c list *is 1 was pnllcn in with th truck, 
T ’lowed vou'd been luckv iioi a iidc quick ‘ 

She nodded c.s, I ‘un a iide quick 

‘"A GUI mcmi wimldn t uive in Ici me Ui h' ivc lu i bed. 1 stayed till 
th worst u\ hei t<iiiucn spells v as ovoi Vn an\ liow I didn't have gas 
enough III gii all [\\ wa\ in I had to go to ih Valiev an bag em fer 
gas like I w asken l^i m\ iilc an " ilu ia\ chopped, and he 
gave a low ‘Uspctcd, “I li s an," <i>loi the t" si imic he saw the cut 
neck. Ills long Imncl vunn to hci ^hoiildci, ^mippcd it “1 knovved he 
was bad cr \(»u woukhi'l .i gt neiunnen oil toihdcmti)! anyermoma- 
needenvcni so but I didn't Un\ hcvuisihal bad ei I'd a lel t yer mom 
an come ’ 

Gertie's ' tuce Lame kind and comloi liiv' “I'm th one ought to ha 
knovved- sooPiCi I w^u bid \>oiiitci but kept a-thmken all day — Fd 
run back cun hale wliil* to lool at 1 mi ...i <isk ( Ivtie how he’d been 
— but 1 was aill a-wtnl lh m tli ct in « tnmken it was cioup when 
Aunt Sue Vnnie come an told me (iil on ihet mule an go,’ she 
said.” 

C lovis s hai’U (lu^ noi kau Iil' hou'clm “1 lu^ic >oii i iidn’t have 
to stand an w<Ltv.h itiU doctor cut thil hole" lie tamed away, 
gaggimz, p ihng 

She ]iesil<CLcl, indMim Miu^s, then slowl> shook her head, ‘‘‘I 
didn't w<itcli ' 

Ilestood luill m aiu^ li ill out of tliedooi way, bothered by thorough 
whislline bioath as the oIIilli had been botheicd. ‘M'll have to^tjunk 
up somclhcn tu tell >ci mom When 1 lelt hci slie nuidc me promise" 
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to send you ba% to set out th night with her. I hever had th heart to^ 
tell her Amos was kinda sick.” 

“Whyn’t you tell her th truth? The hawgs was in th corn an I had 
to save it.” 

“Tell her that you was a-woiken when >ou'd jist beared your 
onliest brother was . .1 told hci you was plum broke down with 

gticvcn.” 

She looked away lioni him to the maple bouj,h, tapping again. “1 
felt better woiken out in ili lain when old I nele \nscl come riden 
an told me th woid that Red Cross woman bi iing 1 couldn’t set still. 
She’ll know, or leastways Pop’ull know it \as a tale \oii told f never 
did break down ” 

“You’re like Mom," he said, "a-wailen Ili woid on Jesse Hearen 
this on Henley has kind a thii ked her up ‘ I he\ won't git two trum a 
little place like Deer Lick,’ she ays Vn it takes moie'n I've got tu 
let on to hci that a si\-inonih^ old iclegiam lha' says missenin action 
is about th same a^ 

“It ain't,” (.jertie ^ '.d, and asked, "How's Pop 
“Holden up i ne. I ueken K' tell th tmih I d.dn't see much uv 
him. Someboeb ' ud he d done lit ban work an was whittlen away 
on a axe handle 
“White oak 
“I don't I ightU know 

“Healliis took lo oak when ^oniethen botheied liini ci Ins leg hurl 
bad. Anybody give inm any supper, aii did he cat ’ ' 

Clovis was geitnm impatient with hei cjuesiions ‘I tell ye, Gert, 1 
never was awav lium y^i mom > be ! Somebodv cooked \nn Liz 
Cramer biune mean yc n'om boin ''i ■ plates a giub 
“Mom cMi 

He nodded “It luck a I cap a besn’cn. though We all told her to 
eat an keep up hei sticngih Sue wa> mightv weak but she cleaned 
up her plate l^le^ty good " 

“She ainT so bad oil then, T lecken " 

“Now, Get I, vou know bow weakK \ei mom is W by, this tiouble 
ulUay her up most a ili w intei she was a wonde'en when you could 
git down to do th w ishen It am t like, ’ he went on attet Gertie had 
wiped anothei diop liom the lube, ‘ Henlev was saved Shecain’t git 
reconciled to him .1 goei. w nlioui s.ii'aiion She's sent ter Battle lohn 
Brand lu come an piav 

‘Praycn cain't hcl|) 1 lenlcy now ” 
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“Yer mom wants Battle John to pray to God to,, give her peace. 
She cain’t git reconciled,” he repeated, patient as if he talked to a 
child, but irritated by her lack of understanding. “She cain’t git 
reconciled,” he v\cnt on in a lower voice, glancing at Amos as il 
afraid he might hear. “She cam’l never meet Henley in Heaven when 
he ain't been saved ” 

“Mom could backslide an go to Hell if she’s so ceitain Henley’ull 
be there.” 

Clovis looked at hei an instant in silent lionoi, then gave a 
mournful headshake, his laige light-biovvn eves tioubled. “Gert, 
you'ie so riled up witli all this tiouble <it one time jou don’t know 
what you'ie a-sa\en ” 

She was silent, hei head bowed against the down-bealing light as 
from a lam, her hands twisting as vvhen she had stood outside the 
door while the doctoi woiked on Vmos “C lovis she asked, her 
voice hesitant, apologetic “C ouldn't vou set with 'vmos fer a little 
minute while 1 1 tin git me some caw lee ' ’ 

“It's a-pouren tli lain ” 

“I know, an I sain i smi'll it ei l.eai it Its it's like bean buried 
alive- an it's so hot m heie Somewheie s iiid avwiv thej's a mighty 
big fite, th dostoi s gone, the place smild be a Inn nen down.” 

Clovis smiled at hei lenoiance, moved low .irds the door, and stood 
with one hand on the knob "lake vei soal oil, then Hi doctor’s 
got a lurnace down m the bassment, lanev kind with a stoker. 
Many's th load a stokei soal I \e hauled fei him You need morc'n 
cawfee 'Vou am t nevci m voui life had .i hambnigsi I’ll git jou 
one, thej’re leal good '' 

She shook hei head “I uni huiiL’iv I |ist want eawlec” She 
hesitated, then went on m ,i lovv, h.tll-adi.imed voice, “It t.d be kind a 
nice to listen lo that music while I diiink 

“Music,'' he said, and was hoiiil ed and tioubled again. “Musical 
a time like this- dance music ficil, thev's no use .i-Uiggcn up old 
troubles what's done is done but, well, it'n >ou' never a-heared 
dance music voii’d a been a lot bcllei oil an o Henley, too.” 

“1 recken, ' she said plucking Sp.inish needles fiom her apron, 
“Mom's been a-iccollcc(en that time 1 danced m th Sv|iiarc dances 
when Pop nla>cd Ins fiddle at C 1cm Sexton's close to twenty years 
ago — a couple a vears fore we was maiiicd, an that’s filtccn.” 

“Henley's gocn biung it all lo her mind aliesh,” he said, half 
apologetically. “Hun a-lovcn dancen an liddle music an. . . . Aw, 
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Gert, you're all wore out an half out a yer head with grief an trouble. 
^’ou know it was yer arguen an hunlcn through the Bible an a- 
quoten what it said about dancen, stid a taken th preacher’s word an 

asken forgiveness an repenten like a body ” 

.. “Lcmmc go, Clovis, git out a this place fer jist a minute.” 

lie went thrcujgh tJic door, saying over liis shoulder, “Gert, honey, 
a)Lrd better let me go. You ain’t looked in a lookcn-glass lately; 
aniVe got inud splashes all over an yer ludr's straggeldy.” He looked 
lown at her feel. “An you fergot to pul on your Sunday shoes.” 

Slie hushed: Clovis as alvsays was neat and cle:in, for, as he said, he 
:ouldn’t go around looking like a Iramp '\hen he hauled coal. The 
)veralls of her starching were ironed io th.e smoothness of glass, 
:ufled neatly abo\c liis clean and mud-free shoes and the new' red- 
.nd-black-chceked woollen shirt he'd boimha ojily three or four weeks 
)efore was cloan, w itii all Us buttons. Siie looked from him to her 
ow'n rough, muddied clothing, }usi as it was when she'd worked in 
the corn. NlicsiglanJ. “Don't l')C a-wasten good money on fancy grub 
fer me. It’ll take a iicajj ier iliis sickness." 

He smiled, half pie-mod, htdf troubled. 'D\urrc fergitten I’ll be 
gocn on Uncle Sam's pa\ roll in a few week^~~yoii'll have money 
regular ever month." y\nd wlicn he returned some lime later, Iio 
brought two laimbiu’gcrs in a paper bag as well as a mug of coffee. 
She took only the caUfee, pushing the grease-stained bag away. 

'D'ou cat it," she said, and with, a la>i glance at Amos look the 
•vOlfec and Inirried mu vU'tlic back diunv Slic walked slowly along ihiC 
cement walk that led to the front jioieh, lifting lier face tc> feel the 
Uin, for after the bright wiiileness of the hot little room, the cold rain 
tnd the daik were like v J friends. She tried an instant to look into 
ilc sky to find the north star and so lind licrself, but the lights were 
bright and thceUnids an even grey, so that as she sat on llie top porch 
itep and drank her eohcc she knew not whore siie was. 

She drank The collee slowly and iiied to iiiid the music underneath 
iie rain aiuT ll'.c ]\issing cars, but if it came :it all it was faint and far 
tway as thunder w hen the clouds arc kvU behind the hills, 'fhe eolTec 
was almost fimshcd wiien a car stopped with a quick slithering squeal 
ind a man got out and hunied up the walk, followed by a woman. 
She had ri^cn and sIckkI a little to the side to let them pass before she 
^".winthc half-darkness that it was llie doctor and his nurse. "How's 
c little one?" he asked, not bothering to look at her face hut 
ancing once at I^er gjcat si/e and then mo\ing on. 
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“A-sleepen like a lamb,” she said. He was past her, opening the 
door into the waiting-room before the question in !icr head could 
begin to shape itself on her tongue. ‘‘Doctor, tell me — how is it in th 
Army when a man — gits killed? In battle, I mean.” 

He was opening his office door before she had linished. He turned 
slightly and looked at her. “It all depends,” he said. “In this war 
they kill men by ditferent methods in dilVcrciit places; most, I 
suppose, die by . . .” 

She came \ery close to him, the forgotten coffee mug held tightly 
in her hand. “Oh, 1 don't mean. Doctor, if he was shot — or — or tore 
up in little pieces by a bomb or killed by his own gun a-goen bad; 
but jist before he died did they pick him up — an take him to a — a 
hospital.” 

The nurse was speaking behind her, speaking in a bright, re- 
assuring tone, quickly, as if she had already said the same thing to 
lots of other people, “.kll our lighting men when wounded get better 
care than any other soldiers in any other war. Stretcher bearers 
come almost at once and carry them to little hospitals right behind 
the lines. They gi\e them — 

“Not always,” the doctor said. He had slopped and was looking 
at her, measuring her si/e and the jut of her mwe and the way her 
forehead rose high and straight above it. “Sometimes, when the 
stretcher be^irers know they are d\itig, they lea\e them alone — out- 
side — they don't bother them. Your maiden name was Kendrick, 
wasn't it?” 

When she had nodded, he said, liKiking into her face that searched 
his own for bright, smart lies, “When we heard about it, 1 remem- 
bened him — he was here several times to get medicine for your 
mother — and when I saw you', you made me think of somebody but 

couldn't think just who. We'd talked sometimes iif hunting and 
farming.” 

She nodded. “People alius said we looked alike. ‘lie couldn’t 
abide bcin shut up like — back there,” and she motiontu with the 
mug towards the little white room. Hut he was a doctor again, 
hurrying away with no time to waste on the dead. She made the bit 
of coffee last a while, then, suddenly afraid Clovis might forget to 
watch the end of the tube and Amos would choke, she hurried back ; 
but Clovis was by the bed, smiling down at the sleeping Amos. 

“That doc give him some shots, an said he was a-comcn along jist 
fine, an said scan as how he was docn so good I could mebbe take 
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you all home in a day er two — ^wrap him up good. He sure is a 
funny-turned man,” he went on, all his early terror given way to a 
gay talkativeness. ‘‘When I told him I bet cutten that hole in a 
humau’s neck wasn’t so easy, he give me th quarest look, an finally 
he kind a nodded his head an said, ‘Under th circumstances, it 
would be hard, very hard.’ Wasn’t that a funny answer frum a 
doctor? They like to cut holes in people er they wouldn’t be 
doctors.” 

‘‘They make big money,” Gertie .said, stopping in the doorway. 
She hesitated, then turned into the storeroom, looking about her. 
She nodded with satisfaction when she saw a crate-like box, less 
flimsy than those used for the shipping of oranges, but made of some 
soft, cheap wood unfit now for much of anything but kindling. She 
turned to Clovis, who had stuck his head round the door, curious 
as to what she was doing. ‘‘Do you recken th doctor would mind me 
taken a board er two frum this? A little whiltlen foolishness ud make 
th time pass.” 

Clovis bent on her the same look he gave to the truck motor when 
it made one of its forever difierent sounds that usually betokened 
nothing more than old age and hard usage, but always a mystery 
until he had solved it. ‘‘Nobody ud want that,” he said. ‘‘But if’n 
you must waste elbow grease on whittlen, couldn’t you make a axe 
handle er soniethcn somebody could use?” 

‘‘I ain’t got no wood by me fitten fer handles,” she answered, 
pulling a board from t!ie box. ‘‘But any kind a whittlen foolishness 
is better than nothen. I’ll make Cassie a real jumpen-jack doll — I 
been aimen to fer a long time.” 

‘‘Th way she’s a-acten up, she needs a switch stid uv a doll. Went 
off to th woods right alter you left an didn’t git in till jist fore I got 
Jhere — had Mom all worried — then come in frum getheren eggs 
n fell flat on th floor: never looked where she was goen, an broke 
wo and gorfimed up th floor. Clylie was a-wanten me to spank 
her.” 

‘‘An eggs mighty nigh two fer a nickel at Samuel’s,” Gertie said, 
then added quickly, worriedly, ‘‘But you didn’t switch her — did ye, 
Clovis?” 

‘‘Now, Gcrt, you know I didn’t. Mom wouldn’t let me nohow — 
but that youngen is a aggravaten little thing.” 

Gertie said nothing, and Clovis began wondering on what he 
^should tell her mother to keep her quiet so she wouldn’t go into her 
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fainting spells again; and after listening with many headshakes to 
Gertie’s advice to tell her all about Amos, the hole’in his neck, the 
needle in his arm, the tent, and everything, so as to take her mind oil' 
Henley, he went away. 

She stood near the door, listening until the sound of the truck was 
gone, she then closed the door gently, looked for a lock or thumb 
latch and, when she found none, she stood a moment, considering. 
Then in the same carefully noiseless way she took the chair, tipped 
it, and wedged the back under the handle of the door-knob. She 
looked at the child, still sleeping his drugged, unnatural sleep, 
listened a moment to his breathing, then ciilled softly, “Amos?” 
She called again, and when he did not answer she took off her coat, 
sat flat on the floor, her legs outspread, her back against the up- 
tipped chair, the coat across her lap. She pul her hand dow n through 
the torn pocket, and slowly, carefully twisting her hand as if the hole 
in her pocket were almost the exact si/c of licr hand, she began to 
bring out worn and grimy bills. Some were folded alone into tiny 
squares, others were folded two and three together, and many, like 
the four new bills, were crumpled hastily into liny balls. Each she 
unfolded and smoothed flat on the floor with the palm of her hand, 
looking at it an instant with first a searching, then a remembering 
glance. Sometimes after a moment of puzzlement she whispered, 
“That was eggs at Samuel’s two years ago last July,” and to a five, 
“That was th walnut-kernel money winter before last,” and to 
another one, “That was th big dominecker that wouldn't lay atall; 
she’d bring close to two dollars now.” Of one so old and thin it 
seemed ready to fall apart at the creases, she was doubtful, and she 
held it to the light until she saw the pinhole through Lincoln’s eye. 
“Molasses money.” She was hurrying now, eager to have it all in a 
pile, counting, pretending she was uncertain how much there w'ould 
be. 

“Three hundred ten,” she whispered at last, Icaning’back, looking 
at it, “Fifteen year, mighty nigh— an we’ve got more’n*iialf enough 
to pay fer th Tipton Place.” Her words had been loud. She sprang 
up and looked down at the child; the waxy car lobes were beginning 
to show a faint trace of pink. 

“Oh, honey,” she whispered, “no worken away an given half to th 
other man fer you like’s been fer Reuben. Soon as your poor daddy 
gits in th Army, we’ll git us a place a our own.” 
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CHAPTER THREE 

CjeRTIE held the Bible open at Ecclesiastes. She stood with her 
back to the open front door, and faced the five children. Amos, still 
a shade pale and thin from his sickness of three weeks back, sat on a 
sheepskin rug near the heating stove. The four older ones, neat and 
quiet in their Sunday clothes, sat in a row between the two beds that 
stood, one in each back corner of the big low-ceilinged, small- 
windowed room. Her reading seemed a talking, for she looked more 
often at the children than at the Bible page, saying the words some- 
times when her eyes went past the children to the row'S of October- 
coloured hills that lay behind the back window. 

“ ‘One generation passeth away, and another generation cometh : 
but the earth abideth for ever. ... All the rivers run into the sea; 
yet the sea is not full ; unto tlie place from whence the rivers come, 
thither they return again. . . . The thing that hath been, it is that 
which shall be; and that which is done is that which shall be done; 
and there is no new thing under the sun.’ ” 

She stopped, her finger under a word, cleared her throat, and 
looked at the children. “What th old preacher — recollect he was a 
smart man — th son uv David, means, I alius thought, is to tell us that 
whatever kind a luck comes, good er bad, it has already come to 
somebody afore us. Right now they’s trouble over all th world, an 

trouble right in our settlement — but it won’t be ferever. It'll ’’ 

Twelve- year-old Reuben, her oldest boy, alone was listening. He 
searched her face, frowning, v. !th one hand absent-mindedly pulling 
against the blanket roll of the old wild cherry bed. Me had her eyes 
and bigness of bone and cast of face — a straight mouth, and still grey 
eyes, solemn, that to a stranger might seem sullen. 

“But th trouble cain't go away,’' he said. “Uncle Henley cain't 
come back.’ 

Clytie, tlTe biggest girl, and two years older than Reuben, looked 
up from staring at a little siKer guitar strung on a silver chain around 
her wrist, a gift of her Uncle Henley, and put on now for Sunday. 
Henley had sent her the bracelet when he wrote his last letter from a 
place in Texas. He had sent more things to her than to the others for 
she had been his favourite, though in looks she was not akin to him at 
all. Thin-boned and pretty, Clytie was, with her father’s large shiny 
brown eyes and chestnut-coloured hair, worn always in two thick 
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braids, each formed of three smaller ones, so that now as she sat with 
bowed head, weeping, the braids coming away from the middle 
seemed like folded satiny wings upon her head; and her face, unlike 
Reuben’s, was not ugly in sorrow, held no anger, no questions that 
would never be answered because there were no answers. She turned 
now to Reuben with a sisterly rebuke, “It was God’s will.” 

“That they look Henley off an killed him. If he’d ha been a bigger, 
richer farmer ” 

“Hush,” Gertie said. “It’s been happenen to men since th be- 
ginnen. Listen to old Ecclesiastes, ‘I returned, and saw under the 
sun, that tiie race is not to the swift, nor the battle to the strong, 
neither yet bread to the wise, nor yet riches to men of understanding, 
nor yet favour to men of skill; but time and chance happcneth 
to them all.’ Alius you've got to recollect, youngcns, that a sober 
hard-worken man could go hungry an a good man go to gaol, 
but ” 

The children were not listening: Clytie sniffled above the silver 
guitar; Reuben thought of Henley; the others were most loo little. 
Enoch, the nine-year-old, sat stiff and straight on a chair like a boy 
having his picture taken, his new overalls neatly crcixsed from 
Clyde’s iron as he had directed, his hair parted, his eyes on his 
mother, but w’ith a critical, almost an accusing, glance. Amos, the 
baby one, and not yet four, studied two hickory nuts between his 
outspread legs. 

Cassie sat on the block of wild cherry wood, as quietly as she was 
ever able to sit, wiggling, giggling, whispering. Gertie looked at her 
sternly until she sat consciously still, her thin legs, that looked even 
thinner above Enoch’s last spring’s shoes, held carefully straight and 
still by the block of wood, her arms folded over her stomach, her hair, 
the colour of corn silk, escaped from its braids and fallen across her 
bright dark eyes, laughing now in spite of the prim straightness of her 
mouth. 

Gertie went on at last, but only Cassia’s eyes were updti her as she 
read, “ M'or man also knoweth not his time: as the fishci that arc 
taken in an evil net, and as the birds that arc caught in the snare; so 
are the sons of men ’ ” 

Cassie with a low laugh bad slid from the block of wood, her 
bottom striking hard against the floor. She turned and hit the block 
of wood, crying in her laughter-bubbling voice, “You mean youngen, 
quit a-pushen me.” 
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Gertie foIde(^ her lips together, looked hard at Cassie. “What am 
1 a-doen, Cassie Marie?” 

Cassie flipped hair out of her eyes, the backward motion flinging 
her head against the block of wood; and leaning so with her head 
against the wood she considered her mother’s question. “Why, I 
rcckcn you’re a-tryen to preach at us like Samuel.” 

Clyde cried, “Make her behave, Mom, acten like a heathern,” and 
Enoch corrected: 

“Mom cain’t preach; she’s not so much as a church member, 
crazy.” 

“I ain’t prcachen,” Gertie said, “but somebody’s got to teach you 
th Bible. Don’t you know, youngens,” she went on, “that a long, 
long time ago, away back afore ever old John Kendrick — you 
recollect his grave’s in our graveyard, an many’s th time you’ve heard 
your granpa tell on how he rid a mule into th battle a Brandywine, 
an how that mule ouiswum them horses — well, away a long time back 
afore he was born his people warn’l allowed to read their Bibles. In 
them days a Bible cost a heap of money an a body had to read em on 
th sly. But more than cnything, them people — they was your people, 
recollect — wanted a place where they could read their Bibles when an 
how they pleased. An now jist because our preacher's gone to Oak 
Ridge an they ain’t cnougli people left fer Sunday school, that’s no 
reason to do w'itliout th Bible. We need it worse right now' in this 
evil-net time.” Slie looked at Reuben. “Can you say th command- 
ments any better than last Sunday?” 

The children grew ever more restless as slow-tongucd Reuben 
struggled through the Ten Conimandments, helped at times by im- 
patient promptings from Clytic, who already knew the command- 
ments, the blessings, and the Lord's Prayer. Gertie looked once 
behind her through the open door and frowned a little on the shorten- 
ing shadow of the house, but continued with the memory work. She 
listened while* Enoch repeated the blessings, swiftly, tonelessly, going 
ever faster until, when he rc.ached, “Blessed are ye when men shall 
revile you and persecute you and shall say all manner of evil against 
you falsely for my sake,'’ his words were blurred as those of a too 
swiftly played phonograph. 

Clytie, carefully, and with a clear pronunciation, difl'erent from her 
everyday speech, recited the psalm that Gertie had suggested she 
lejirn, “ ‘God is our refuge and strength, a very present help in 
trouble ; therefore will we not fear, though the earth be removed . . ” 
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Clytie finished, and together they recited the Loi;d’s Prayer. But 
before the prayer was finished, Clovis, long since through with his 
Sunday’s shaving in the kitchen, cleared his throat impatiently; and 
hardly was the ‘Amen’ ended before the line of children broke apart, 
and Clovis reminded from the kitchen door: 

“Gert, we’ve all got to be a-goen. Yer mom’s already taken it hard 
cause you ain't come sooner. An — well, you know — I’ve got to tell 
my folks good-bye.” He Ciiught IZnoch’s troubled glance. “Go visit 
with em, 1 mean. It ain’t like I was leaven next week fer good.” 

“Yes,” Gertie said, but was still, looking through the window 
towards the hills. Clytie was crying again. The other children were 
too silent, and Clovis, when he did speak again, w'as choked and 
hoarse, “Aw', Clytie, honey, don't start a-carryen on so. Pshaw, it’ll 
mebbe all be over fore I go.” 

Gertie drew a sharp, quick breath, then turned to the children: 
“Your Granma Novels wants you all to come, too, today, when your 

pop goes to ” She managed to smile. “Law, he’s just gocn fer a 

visit. A body ud think from all this carrycn on that Wednesday he 
was goen acrost th waters stid uv jist for his examination. An I don’t 
want a one a you to be a snilHen an a-carrycn on about yer daddy 
goen otT in front a yer Granma Novels. Recollect he’s her boy, an 
she’s got three gone.” Her voice hoarsened. “I've got to go see my 
mother, yer Granma Kendrick. I ain't been to see her an Pop since 
your Uncle Henley ” 

She couldn’t go on; and anyway Enoch, looking ever more 
accusing, was saying, “You're alius sayen that everthing's gocn to be 
all right; an Uncle Henley he's dead, an Uncle Jesse, he’s been missen 
so long he's same as ” 

“Alive,” Gertie said with loud conviction. 

Clytie, recovered from her tears, looked accusingly at Cassie. 
“Mom, cain’t you take Cassie Marie with you? I jist cain’t make that 
youngen behave. T’other day when you was gone with Amos, she 
kept asken Granma Nevels when was Uncle Jesse comcn home — like 
she didn’t know it was nigh six months ago that th misscu-in action 
telegram come, an that Uncle Jesse’s most likely ” 

“Alive,” Gertie repealed. “Keep your Granma Ncycls a thinken 
that. They wouldn’t git two frum sich a little place. We’d better git 
goen now. Cassie Marie, honey, I guess you had better go with me.” 
She saw the disappointment in the child’s face at losing the trip in 
the coal truck to sec her favourite grandmother, and comforted. 
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“We’ll have us^a pretty walk through th woods.” Then to Enoch, 
pulling on his jacket as he ran to the coal truck, “Recollect, no 
snifllen now. Be good, and make Granma Novels happy.” 

Reuben lingered in the doorway, “Mom — cain’t I go hunten? I 
seed Granma and Granpa Novels Friday when I hauled em up some 
wood. Couldn’t 1 go hunten an then hep Granpa Kendrick with his 
night work this evencn?” He looked hopefully, but doubtfully, at his 
mother, and then at Clovis, who was getting Amos into his coat. 

“Ycr Granpa Kendrick ud be mighty glad to see you,” Clovis said, 
“but you know yer mom er me neither don't hold by hunten an 
carousen around on Sunday, specially when Henley’s — when they’s 
so much trouble in th settlement.” 

Gertie looked through the door, past the rented ridge field to the 
hills, warm-looking and soft and kind in the yellow autumn sun after 
the frosty night. “He’s worked hard all fall,” she said, “down at 
Mom’s an here, a saven that hog-messed-up corn in th rain.” She 
drew a shivering breath. “Henley would mebbe a gone hunten 
today.” 

Clovis picked up Amos. “Well, whoever’s riden with me, come 
on,” he called, as he started for the truck. 

Clovis was put out, Gertie realised, by her iinreligious ways in 
letting Reuben hunt on Sunday. Still, she had no heart to forbid the 
boy to go. He had already gone for the little twenty-two that Henley 
had given him on his tenth birthday. Enoch ran to help Clovis with 
the business of filling the truck radiator, which he had drained the 
night before against the frosty cold, while Clytie got the many- 
layered jelly cake they had baked yesterday for Granma Nevels. 
Clovis poured a thin trickle of gas into the carburettor. In an instant, 
blue flame whooshed up. As always, Clytie squealed. Gyp barked, 
the younger boys cried out in delight, and Clovis, his eyes beaming 
with gratification, e.vulted, “She’s started.” 

Only RcuBen, walking now through the last summer's cornfield 
where the tlfin, blade-stripped stalks rose no higher than his shoulders, 
did not glance at the truck. “Don’t be a-shooten me an Cassie, now, 
son,” Gertie called above the sound of the motor. “Recollect, we’ll 
be comcn down through th woods past th old Tipton Place.” 

He had walked slowly on, giving little sign that he listened to her 
warning, but at the words Tipton Place he stopped short, then 
turned and looked at her. “That Tipton Place, it’s pretty. Mom,” 
he said. He seemed eager to say more, but after a cautious glance 
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towards Clovis lifting Amos into the cab he only lopked a moment 
at his mother, his eyes narrowed in thought. He turned swiftly about 
then, and strode across (he field. 

Gertie watched him and nodded with satisfaction over the way he 
carried his rifle. Clovis and the other children were calling and 
waving good-bye. She stood a moment longer on the porch, and 
waved and watched the battered truck go lurching down the rutted 
lane. 

A low laugh caused her to look behind her. She hurried back into 
the middle room, saying with more sorrow in her voice than chiding, 
“Cassie Marie, quit kicken that block a wood. You’ll be ruinen it.” 
She knelt and smoothed the wood with her apron, and examined it 
for scratches. 

Cassie, who had been lying on the sheepskin, kicking the wood 
w’ith her heels, was troubled, and patted the wood as she, kneeling 
now, leaned her cheek against it, whispering, “1 didn’t mean tu hurt 
ye, honey, honest.” And to Gertie, with a contrite, hair-flipping 
headshake, “1 fergot she could feel it, Mom.” 

"Him,” Gertie said, rising, but still looking down on to the top of 
the great chunk that stood high as Cassic’s shoulders. 

"Her,” Cassie said, her eyes gay again, teasing. She filing her arms 
about the wood, laughing, pushing hard to make her fingers touch on 
the other side. As usual they would not touch, and as always she 
cried, “You’re so fat — fat as Granina Kendrick’s feather beds, you 
ole fat thing you; an your hair not braided yit. It’ll git in yer eyes, 
Callie Lou, and you’ll be cros.s-eyed, Callie Lou.” Still hugging the 
wood, she tilted her head far backward, looked up at her mother, 
begging, “Part her hair an make braids. Mom.” 

It was an old argument between them, the hair on the block of 
wood, for if one were close enough, looking down in good light, like 
now, when the early sunshine fell like a curtain by the southern 
windows, not falling through but making a brightness'in the room, 
the shape of the top of a head with imparted hair swirting loosely 
away from the centre showed clearly. 'I he waving hair might have 
twisted into curls on its ends, but the curls, like the face, were iairicd 
in the wood. There was only the top of a head, tilted forward a little, 
bowed, or maybe only looking down, but plainly someone there, 
crouching, a secret being hidden in the wood, waiting to rise and shed 
the wood and be done with the hiding. Gertie bent, reaching for the 
sheepskin, and at once the top of the head with its wavy hair was lost 
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below the protecting rim of the wood, and the bright dark block 
seemed cherry wood only. But Cassie continued to fondle it, begging, 
“Take her out. Mom. It’s Sunday — she wants out. She’s been a- 
waiten there so long — so awful long, ever since I was little.’’ 

“Way before then,’’ Gertie said, smoothing the sheepskin over the 
wood. “He’s been a-waiten there in th wood you might say since 
before I was born. I jist brung him out a little — but one a these days, 
jist you wait an see, we’ll find th time an a face fer him an bring him 
out a that block.’’ 

“An she’ll never be whittled up into door locks — she was for door 
locks, but Granpa Kendrick give her to you ; she’s too fine for door 
locks, th old man said to Granpa, such fine wild cherry wood.’’ 

“They don’t make wooden door locks with wooden keys, no 
more,” Gertie said, going for her coat, looking about her to make 
certain the room was fit to leave. She shook her head over the 
ugliness of the tin heating stove, looked with satisfaction on the other 
things: the rag rug of her mother-in-law’s weaving, given to Clovis as 
a wedding gift; the ceiling-high wild cherry sideboard put together 
with pegs, the wild cherry bed in one corner, with the tops of the 
head-high posts carved into the shapes of acorns, bigger and heavier 
than even the black walnut with the pure round uncarved knobs in 
the other corner. All these wooden pieces had belonged to her 
father’s grandmother and had been cast off from his house to the 
barn when her mother came there as a bride. 

She was hurrying down the lane towards the gravel road before 
she realised that Cassie, instead of talking to Callie Lou as was her 
custom, was talking to her, almost in tears as she said over and over, 
“But I’ve got a mem’ry verse. Mom. You never did ask me did I 
have a mem’ry verse. Yon learned it to me,” she added when Gertie 
turned and looked at her, “all about shoes an gold an silver, what th 
old man that kept sheep said.” 

Gertie toefk the child’s hand, and Cassie began in her skipping, 
whisperingVoice, “That we may buy the poor for silver, an th needy 
fer a pair of shoes ... an .sell — an sell — an sell their golden 
crowns.” 

“Now, now, my girl, you're adden things to th Bible; th pore 
don’t have crowns. ‘An sell th refuse of th wheat,’ it goes. It means, 
I recken, that th hungrier some is, th richer some others can git. 
Nothen much makes sense,” she went on, tucking a wisp of Cassie's 
hair into a braid, “without th before an th after. But you done good. 
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real good, to git some a old Amos by heart. When I read him to you 
all t’other night, I never thought you’d recollect him*. You’re a real 
smart girl,” she added, reaching for a cockle-burr on the child’s dress 
tail; but Cassie had darted out of arm’s reach, and was now tip- 
toeing for a late-hanging crimson saw-briar leaf near tlie tumble- 
down rail fence by the lane. 

“But I cain’t learn to read,” Cassie said, holding the leaf above her 
head, and for an instant still, troubled. “An Clytie an Enoch, they 
both learned to read fore they was as old as me — but I cain’t learn.” 

“Don't fret, you’ll learn,” Gertie said, trying to put a hearty 
conviction into her voice. They had never in all their moving about 
as renters lived less than two miles from a school, so that even before 
the war she had taught the older ones much at home in bad weather, 
or when they had no shoes. Since the war had taken the teachers, 
she had taught them all almost entirely at home. The bigger ones 
had gone ahead in their books, but Cassie, who could learn anything 
by heart, had never, in spite of all Gertie’s elTorts, learned even her 
letters. 

Cassie lagged again, and Gertie, hurrying down the lane, gave a 
slow headshake, as over a puzzle, as she listened to the child, now in 
the road, now hidden in the brush, trying at times to skip in the too 
big shoes, now and then singing snatches of her wordless songs that 
almost always ended in bursts of laughter or low murmurings. A 
moment’s silence, then Cassie sprang into the road in front of her, 
whirled about and stood laughing, crying as she pointed to her shoes, 
“Lookee, lookee. I’ve got red shoes like Tildy.” 

She had, between the laces on the coarse, crooked shoes, stuck 
some freshly fallen black gum leaves that lay brilliant red along the 
road. “They’re sure fine shoes,” Gertie said. “Where’d you git 
em?” 

“Montgomery Ward, an they costed forty dollars.” 

“Law, law, an how did you git so much money?” 

“Callie Lou’s man — he’s gone acrosi th ocean to th Vajs, an he 
makes good moneys — Callie Lou, she brung me th shoes, an six more 
pairs — golden slippers with silver heels like we take in Needle’s 
Eye.” 

“An where’s your own man?” Gertie asked, catching at her hand. 

Cassie laughed and ran backwards ahead of her. “Oh, my man, he 
ain’t much account; he lives in th holler heart uv a big dead chestnut 
tree.” She was spinning about, running away, one hand held out, the 
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fingers carefully curved, her face turned now and again towards the 
curved hand while some smiling talk went forth to the playmate who 
ran down the road by her side. 

The child’s prattle faded. Gertie heard the plop of a falling, frost- 
sweetened persimmon, the clop of her shoes in the sandy ridge road, 
and cowbells — her own Lizzie’s near, the others far away and faint; 
but mostly she heard the silence. She walked even faster, running 
away from the silence, the emptiness; in it would come Henley — 
never the soldier. She had never seen her brother as a soldier. He 
had, like others from their settlement, been trained sixteen weeks and 
shipped across with never another sight of home. Always he came 
in the silence as the farmer, blue-shirted, a lock of black hair fallen 
down between his slate-blue eyes; and in the silence, like now, or at 
night when tlie work was done and she patched by the fire, there was 
his face with the questions, “Why me? What have I done? Why am I 
dead? Why?’’ 

Unable to answer, she v/as like a rock blulT, echoing his questions, 
“Why?” up to the stars and into the silence of the still Indian- 
summer noons. “Why?” 

Many times at night, unable to sleep, she had got down the Bible, 
but mostly she sat in the Ican-to kitchen, so as not to waken Clovis or 
the children, with the book closed across her knees. The old questions 
that had always been in the Bible for her came back with Henley’s 
one question — Job’s children, did they know or question why they 
died to test the patience of their father? And Jethro’s daughter 
bewailing her fate in the mountains, iiad she ever, like Henley, asked, 
“Why me?” Did Judas ever ask, “Somebody has to sin to fulfil the 
prophecy, but why me?” 

She walked faster, but slackened her pace when she heard Cassie’s 
prattle, behind her now. She looked back and saw her high in a 
wide-branched pine by the road, and called, “You could fiill, climben 
so high,” het tone kindly with no scolding, speaking less in fear that 
Cassic miiflit fall than to fling some sound into the silence of road, 
pine tree, and sky. 

“Callie Lou, she’s th one that’ll fall. She’s clean to th tip-top 
branch. Cain’l you see her red dress?” 

“She’d better git down,” Gertie said, walking on. 

“She’s a-looken out fer heaven,” Cassie said, but after a little 
argument with the strong-willed witch-child she sprang down and 
ran after Gertie, walking now in the gravelled road that led the six 
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miles to the highway. “Where’s all th coal trucks, Mom?” she 
asked, coming up to Gertie. 

“Them that hauled th coal an them that dug it has had to go to 
war,” Gertie said. She walked faster again, eager to be away from 
the empty road that, once so fine and new, tying their settlement to 
the outside world, seemed now only a thing that took the people 
away. She turned down the ridge side by a small red gully, crept 
since the autumn rains into the road itself with a bit of the road gravel 
caught in its red, crumbly sides. Less than two years ago the gully 
had been the Tipton path. She followed it down through a stand of 
)'oung poplars, etich holding still a few leaves in its topmost branches, 
yellow as if each tree wore a golden crown. She smiled at one, 
higher and straighter than the others, as she stopped to listen to 
Cassie calling from the pine wood around the ridge side, “Make me a 
pine-cone turkey, Mom, please?” and an instant later the child came 
running, holding out a fat, fully opened cone. 

“Not now. We’ve got to git on. Your granma's expccten us.” 

“But this ain’t th way to Granpa Kendricks’s." 

“We’re goen a new way, down by th old Tipton Place. You 
recollect th Tiptons; they moved ofl' to Indianee, about a year ago 
last summer. They had six youngens, one about your size, recollect? 
Their pop got him a job in a powder plant, an they sold their place to 
Uncle John Ballew.” 

Cassie made a great business of wrinkling her forehead, turned to 
Callie Lou. “Can you recollect these little youngens that has gone 
to war?” Callie Lou must have answered, for the two were deep in 
conversation as they disappeared in the woods. 

Gertie hurried on through the gloom of the young, close-growing 
pines, over a tumbledown rail fence and through the Tipton new'- 
ground cornfield, a rocky, steeply sloping bit of hillside where the 
sumac and beech and oak sprouts grew high as her shoulders and the 
wild grapevines and saw-briars caught at her coat-tail and made traps 
for her feet. Twice she stooped and scratched at the earfii with her 
fingers. Each time she smiled, for the soil was black and loose still, 
almost as good as fresh new ground. 

She crossed a second rail fence, tumbledown like the first, but 
mended with pine brush piled in the corners and two strands of rusty 
barbed wire. Below it stood ancient black-trunked dying apple and 
pear trees, almost lost in the sumac and scrub pine that were smother- 
ing the growth of sage grass. One tree with a few knotty red apples 
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still clinging leaned tipsily like a tree not quite blown down, but on 
going closer she saw the gully, deeper than she was tall, a red wound 
in the hillside stealing the earth from the tree. 

She threw in some fallen dead apple limbs and a few sandrocks, 
whispering as she walked away, “That’ll hold back a little dirt, an 
keep this hillside frum bleeden to death.’’ 

She went on, throwing quick searching glances about her. She 
paused by a row of black-gum beehives, most tipped over, their bees 
dead or moved away, but a few lengths of the hollow logs stood 
upright, each sloping roof-board held in place by one great stone. 

Past the beehives and the orchard, sheltered by the curve of the 
ridge side, and on a southern slope where the early sun struck fully, 
lay the llattish bench of ungullicd land that held the house and yard 
and barns and garden spot. She smiled on the shake-covered roof of 
the old log house; the white oak shakes, weathered to a soft grey 
brownness, must have been rived in the wrong time of tlie moon, for 
they had curled in places, and in some of the little cup-like hollows 
moss had crown. Now in the yellow sun the moss shone more gold 
than green, and over all the roof there was from the quickly melting 
frost a faint steam rising, so that the dark curled shakes, the spots of 
moss, the great stone chimney, all seemed bathed in a golden halo, 
and Cassic called that the house had golden windows. 

Some of the golden light seemed caught in Gertie's eyes as she 
wiilked down and around and at last stood by the yard gate. It was a 
good little gate of white oak slats, built to last, like the old walk of 
limestone stepping-stones half buried in the sod, bordered with 
clumps of tansy and catnip and hoarhoimd, brightened by a great 
bunch of yellow chrysanthemums, so sheltered here on the southern 
slope that they were blooming still, like the artichokes that grew 
higher than her head by a porch corner. 

Cassic was laughing, pointing. “Lookee, Mom, th Tiptons is 
home.” Gcftic for the iirst time noticed the three ewes on the porch, 
chewing tlTcir cuds, and looking for all the world like people who 
have just stepped out of their door to see who their visitors might be. 
Cassie called, “Oh, how do you do, Miz Tipton; we've come to set 
all day,’’ and ran up the walk. 

Old John's half-wild ewes went leaping over the three great slabs of 
stone that made the porch steps. Cassic ran across the porch and 
pushed against each of the tw'o front doors, big stout things made of 
three oak planks and three crossbars, but the doors were nailed shut. 
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like the boarded-up windows. Gertie touched the Tipton dipper, 
rusty now, with a cobweb across it, but hanging still on its nail in a 
porch post. She walked around the house, hoping for, but never 
finding, an anboardcd window. She brushed twigs and leaves from 
the high shelf where the Tipton clabber had soured for churning in 
summer and sweet milk and fresh meiit had stood in winter, but the 
porch shelf, like the puncheon wash-bench and rusty tin pan, was 
empty, forgotten like the ungathered walnuts that lay thick in the 
grass by the back porch steps, fallen from the big black walnut a little 
distance up the hillside. 

Cassie, running, looking, snifling, pointing out the wonders of the 
place, filled her cupped hands with walnuts, and came running back 
to Gertie, pleased beyond measure that she, who so seldom had 
anything, now had something to give. She was looking at her mother 
when she stumbled and fell, her face striking hard against a washed- 
out walnut root. She sprang up and stood rubbing her mouth and 
looking down at the spilled walnuts. Gertie put an arm about her 
waist. “Cassie, honey, learn to look where you’re a-goen. Didn’t 
you see that root? You’re alius fallen down.’’ 

“It’s my shoes, I reckon,’’ Cassie said, looking fixedly into her 
mother’s eyes so close to her own, then pulling her head away but 
staring still. 

Gertie pulled the laces until the tops of the shoes touched, but still 
they were loose about Cassie’s thin ankles. “I’m a-goen to git you 
some new shoes one a these days— all your own,” she said, then 
added quickly, “Some time along toward spring— it ain’t like they 
was school an you needed pretty shoes. These old uns uv Enoch’s 
can run you through th winter.” 

Cassie wasn’t thinking of shoes. She was crying now, “1 can see 
little girls in your eyes. Mom, little bitty girls.” 

“They’re little Cassies,” Gertie said, bending her he<id to look at a 
smear of blood on Cassie’s teeth so that the little girlS’ went away. 
She scooped her up on one arm. “We’ll go down to th spring, honey, 
an you can rinse that bloodied-up mouth in that good cold spring 
water.” 

Cassie cuddled against her, one arm about her neck, her cheek on 
her shoulder, all her child for an instant; the other in the red dress 
was gone. They passed the old log barn, and Gertie lingered a 
moment to study it. The shake roof was almost gone, but the walls 
were good and sound, like the hollowed-out chestnut log feed- 
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troughs; and in two of the mule stalls, under the good part of the 
roof, there was such a deal of manure. Her eyes on the good manure 
were warm as they had been on the house. 

They were going down the weed-choked spring path when faintly 
from the head of the creek they heard two shots, little popping sounds 
Gertie recognised as Reuben's twenty-two. “Mebbe your brother’s 
killed us a couple a squirrels,” she told Cassie, but Cassie was asldng 
for a dogwood toothbrush. Gertie cut each of them a red-tipped 
twig from the little tree of Cassie’s choice, and they chewed as they 
went along, savouring the sharp, bitter, clean taste of the wood. 

The leiif-choked spring seeped from under a limestone ledge at the 
foot of a great poplar, left by generations of timber cutters because 
there was, rising up from the roots, a low, wide hollow fringed with 
moss and filled now with fallen leaves. Gertie reached into the hollow 
where the cup had used to be, and after a little searching brought it 
out. Pressing it down through the pale poplar leaves, she filled it, 
rinsed it, gave water to the child, then drank two cups herself, slowly, 
enjoying the water. Cassie, seeing her mother's leisurely, time-taking 
ways, began begging again for a toy: but now, instead of the pine- 
cone turkey, she wanted a doll, “a doll with a skirt, please. Mom.” 

“We oughtn't to be a-wasten time thataway,” Gertie said, but was 
still, looking up towards the house, smiling a little. 

Cassie saw her indecision and begged the harder. “It's nice an 
warm, now. Mom, here in the sun. We could set on that ole log an 
make a doll.” 

Gertie studied the shadow of the poplar tree. It was still a good 
while till dinner-time. Slic looked at the friendly, moss-covered log, 
then turned swiftly about, the knife out of her apron pocket and open 
in her hand. She searched until she found a smooth-barked little 
hickory sprout, so crooked it could never grow into a proper tree, 
and from it cut a piece not much longer than her middle finger, but 
with a little branch on either side that no sooner were they shortened 
than they Seemed arms reaching above the shorter end of the wood, 
which was no longer the end of a hickory sprout but a doll's head. 

Gertie sat on the moss-grown log, and with Cassie leaning on her 
shoulder she cut on each twig a tiny hand with thumb outspread and 
fingers close together like those of a child in mittens. Then on the 
main twig she cut between the upraised hands a tiny face. Eyes, 
nose, grew on the face, and the mouth heeded Cassie's plea, “Make 
her laughen. Mom.” And above the face she notched the bark to 
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form a jagged crown. Then, far enough from the other end to leave a 
space for feet, she ringed the bark, and Cassie begged again, “Make 
her pretty shoes. Mom. High heels like Gussie Dunean’s been a- 
buyen since they took her man off to war an gived her big money.” 

“They’ll be mighty little,” Gertie warned, as she cut out a little 
sliver for the space between the feet. Quickly the knife-point made 
shoes grow on the doll — dainty high-arched things with tiny slender 
heels and the faint tracing of a buckle above each instep, the feet 
pointing downwards like those of a dancer on her toes. “You’ll have 
to put th diamonds on tli shoe buckles, yersclf,” Gertie said, lifting 
her head from the work for a leisurely glance up the hill. She could 
see the house, and past the strip of shadow that fell slantwise of the 
yard, the bluegrass, green as grass in spring. The grass, the golden 
flowers by the house wall, the moss on the roof, the yellow chry- 
santhemums by the grey stepping-stones, all glowed warmly as if 
they, with the house on the sheltered southern hillside, were set in 
some land that was for ever spring. 

Cassie saw her mother’s warm-eyed glances, long glances when the 
doll lay forgotten, and once, after a moment’s peering up the hillside, 
she said, “You think that old house’s pretty, Mom?” 

Gertie nodded. “But pretty’s th least uv it. ft’ll be warm in th 
winter an cool in th summer, an no matter how- hard th wind blows 
that house’ll never shake, an th hard north wind’ull never tetch it. 
Recollect, 1 used to come here when I was a little girl about your size 
a long time ago. An behind it in th hillside they’s a cellar w'ith a 
smoke-house, an nothen nc\er froze in that cellar, an in th hottest 
summer weather that cellar was so cold it ud keep milk sweet from 
one mornen to th next.” 

“An we’d put them pears an apples in our cellar, wouldn’t we, 
Mom?” 

Gertie nodded. “,'Vn we'd pick blackberries, our own black- 
berries in our own fields- -we’d never have to go a asken liiy mommie 
er old John eould we please jiick berries. An we’d ” 

“Will we have to give Uncle John much a whtit we raise?” 

“Not so much as one blade a fodder. We’ll have fat hogs an 
chick ” 

“Mom, make her a curicdy skirt.” 

Gertie bent to her work again, slitting the bark above the shoes up 
to the waist in narrow little strips. Then gently with the knife-point 
she lifted each strip free up to the lifted arms, so that there grew 
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upon the doll a little skirt; but winter was in the wood and the bark 
was brittle from the autumn frosts or maybe her mind was not with 
the knife, for often a fringe of bark was broken so that the skirt was 
ragged. Still, when the last strip was lifted and Cassie reached for the 
doll, Gertie held it a moment, smiling. So little, but there was about 
it something light and joyous as it smiled between its lifted arms 
above its dancing feet. “It’s a quair-looken thing,” she said, handing 
it to Cassie. 

Cassie brushed the tiny smiling mouth softly against her cheek. 
“You’re awful late gitten in frum school — it’s milken time an th 
sun's low down. An did you read your lesson good? My, my, ten 
pages. Ain’t you smart?” 

“Who’s your youngen's teacher, ma'm?” Gertie asked, dropping 
the knife into her pocket and getting up. 

“Miz Callie Lou, an there ain’t no yoimgen she cain’t teach to 
read. She's th finest — Thes'c was a scurrying through the leaves 
down the hillside, and both turned, listening. “It’s Gyp,” Cassie 
cried, and began calling him. 

Reuben yelled from down near the creek; and a moment later Gyp 
came, snilling at Cassie’s check, leaping on Gertie, who smiled on the 
big-jointed, high-behinded tree dog, and wanted to know if he’d 
helped Reuben get a mess of squirrels. But Gyp only shook himself 
and then lapped greedily in the spring branch. “Mom, oh. Mom.” 
It was Reuben again, his calls loud and excited. 

Gertie hurried over the rocky creek blulT towards the sound. 
Reuben wasn’t fool enough to hurt himself with his gun, and he was 
too much at home in the woods for frights and falls, but now the 
strangeness of his screamiig troubled her. She reached the last ledge 
above the creek and looked down, and seeing him unhurt, and with 
hands empty save for his gun, called in some exasperation, “Son, 
you’ll never be any kind a hunter a-maken noise enough to tangle a 
flock of wild'gee.sc.” 

Reuben tooked up at her, his slate-grey eyes laughing, like Cassie’s 
eyes. “1 done morc’n tangle a flock a wild geese. I shot at a bear in 
the! pawpaw grove — tii biggest ole thing you ever did see — an did 
he run!” 

“A bear! Are you certain? Vadic Sexton said she seed th track a 
one out by her smoke-house but nobody believed her,” Gertie said, 
taking Cassie by the shoulders and swinging her down the ledge. 

“It was a honest-to-goodness bear; Gyp knowed it wasn’t no 
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possom er coon — he give one little runnen growly bark — acten big 
like he was aimen to fight, an that bear growled an kind a swiped 
to'ward him. You ought to ha seen him, Mom. It was a sight! I shot 
twice to scare him — he never did run, jist kind a walked off. I wish I 
could ha killed it. Would they have put me in th penitentiary. 
Mom?” 

Gertie listened, her eyes almost as eager as Reuben’s. “Th meat 
would ha been good an we could ha had us a bear rug — but it's 
otfth game preserve. It’s agin th law to kill it. What colour was it, 
son?” 

“Browny black . . ” He sighed, smiling a little, re-living the scene 
with the bear. “I wisht I'd ha tried to kill it. Wouldn’t that a been 
somethen? I wished Henley could ha . . .” His face was sullen 
again, as in the morning. He looked down at the gunstock in his 
hand, the muzzle pointing over his shoulder as Henley had taught 
him to carry it in the woods. 

Gertie cleared her throat. “Hunten an trappcn'ull be good this 
winter, all up and down th crcck, an this place is close enough to th 
river a body could run down ever little while an git a mess a fish.” 

He looked at her, wondering why she spoke so, his thoughts still 
trying to grasp death, hold it, look .it it. He could never tell Henley 
about the bear in the pawpaw grove. 'I'hat was death. 

“An these little cedar trees up on these ledges here,” she went on, 
speaking against this awareness of the dead, “they’re might nigh 
fence-post size.” 

He looked up the blulT-sidc, shook his head slowly, as when after 
her awakening shake in summer before daylight he tried to awaken. 
“Ain’t this Granpa’s land?” 

She shook her head. “It used to be your great-granpa’s. Your 
great-great-granpa Kendrick owned all th land tween here an th 
ridge road clean down to tli river an up to th head a th creek — nigh 
on to four thousand acres. I’ve beared Pop say. This-is th Tipton 
Place now.” 

“Oh,” he said, and started up the bluff-side. 

Cassie, in no wise excited by Reuben’s bear, for bigger bears chased 
Callie Lou, cried, “Could we put bear meat in our cellar, too? An 
we’ll can a million cans a blackberries an ” 

“Not so fast, my girl; that was jist talk,” Gertie said, but turned 
again to Reuben. “They’s th best garden place an more manure an 
that new ground . . .” 
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“It ud be a deal a work to clean up — fer somebody else,” Reuben 
said, studying her face, 

“Mebbe — it won’t be fer somebody else.” 

Reuben studied her a time in silence, afraid to believe. “Pop 
wouldn’t like it,” he said at last. “It’s too far frum th gravel. Any- 
how, he’ll be necden a new truck er new tyres er somethin like alius.” 

“He won’t need nothen in th Army,” Gertie said. “He’ll want us 
to have a place a our own — that is, onct we’ve got it. Pretty soon we 
won’t be a-haven to give away half a what we raise.” 

“You been sayen that a long time,” Reuben said, but unable to 
hold the doubt on his face he plunged up the hill, not just walking 
through the woods, but stopping now and again to study a tree. And 
once, before he disappeared, she saw him take his pocket-knife and 
cut a little crooked cedar away from a straight one so that the straight 
one could grow. 


CHAPTER FOUR 

Cass IE ran ahead of her down the long slope of the pasture field. 
Gertie stood by the rail fence and watched her grow smaller and 
smaller, but always a child running, until she disappeared behind the 
new barn that Henley had built (o hold his tobacco. The barn was 
empty now'. The old barn that had held the hay and his black beef 
cattle was empty, too. 

Suddenly the timbered hills, the fields rolling down to the river, 
the while-painted house with its two stone chimneys, the barns w'ith 
the smaller outbuilding- huddled about them, all these were no 
longer as they had been. When she was a child her father’s place in 
the valley with its fenced fields, many of them green with bluegrass, 
had seemed a world of its own, richer. Hatter, greener than any other 
farm slie kflew. She had married and leaned the chaos of yearly 
moving add the struggle to make corn grow — never all your own — 
on the thin, worn soil of sandy ridges. Her father’s farm with Henley 
running it had seemed finer still. Now the ragged, uncut hayfields, 
the pasture, empty of cattle, the beginnings of a gully in the lespedeza 
field below her, all cried out to her that her father w'as old, with a 
crippled leg, and that Henley was dead. 

She hesitated a moment longer, looking down. Then, her eyes 
bleak and grey, her mouth like a gash across her face, she strode on. 
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stopping only after she had gone on to the screened-in side porch 
where the family ale in summer. She stopped just past the porch door 
anti stood, looking at first one and then the other of two doors. The 
door on the end opened into the kitchen; her father might be there. 
The other led into the new part of the house that her mother had had 
built when she came there as a bride. Intended for a dining-room, it 
had through the years become her motlier’s room, the centre of her 
mother’s kingdom of crochet-work and potted plants. 

Cassie called from round the house, “Mom, Mom, Granpa’s out 
in Iiis blacksmith shop,” and ran back to her grandfather, expecting 
her mother to follow. 

Gertie, with an uneasy glance at her mother’s window, turned 
swiftly, soundlessly, and opened the porch door she had just come 
through. Her foot was on the second step when there came a wailing 
cry behind her, and her mother rushed on to the porch, “Oh, Gertie, 
Gertie, your own born brother dead in a foreign land, an never once 
do you come to comfort your poor mother a-weepen her heart away. 
An when you do come, you cain’t so much as come in an speak to 
your poor dyen mother. Oh, Gertie, Gertie,” and her mother, 
standing on tiptoe, caught her around the neck, kissed her wctly on 
the check, and fell to weeping on her shoulder. 

Gertie stood like a stone woman, only her hands clenching and 
unclenching with the clfort not to shiver at her mother’s kiss. Jn a 
moment the older woman’s sobs had subsided enough that she could 
speak again. “Oh, Gert, how could you do me thisaway; your sister 
Meg has been so good an kind, has writ me so many letters, an is 
aimen to come an sec me at Thanksgiven when her man has a extra 
day off. .\11 th way frum that minen town Mcg’ull come fer a day cr 
two jist to see her mother — but you,” and for the first time she lifted 
her head and looked fully at Gertie. 

Gertie looked back at the face, pale beyond any face she knew, 
almost nc\er touched by sun or wind, seeming always ck)sc to death 
and God. 1 he eyes so big and dark and sad below the palfc forehead; 
the eyebrows black by the little weak white hand that rubbed them 
now in the old gesture of unspoken suilcring. Gertie watched, unable 
to think ofanylhing to do or say, while the hand rubbed the forehead, 
went up and back into the dark, ungreying hair, then dropped 
suddenly and lifelessly while the head bowed slowly, eyes closing. 

Her mother leaned an instant weakly against the house wall, then 
slowly, as if the effort were very great, she straightened, but, still 



51 


tottering, she ^turned towards the front door. Gertie watched her, 
clenched hands tight by her sides, the muscles in her thin cheeks 
corded over her clenched teeth. Her mother was going round to the 
front door that opened into the parlour. The organ she had used to 
play while Henley sang was there and, on the wall above it, his 
guitar. “Please, Mom — let’s — let’s set in your room.” 

Her mother turned and looked at her with curiosity. “You sound 
like you’d been runnen.” 

“I hurried — kinda,” Gertie said, her voice hoarse, sullen-sounding, 
defiance in her step as she turned back to her mother’s door. 

“Hurried,” her mother was shrilling, beginning again to weep. 
“Three weeks since th word come for poor Henley. An I’ve had such 
a time, an cverbody else has been so kind but my own born child. 
They got me through th fainten spells, somehow — but from God 
alone can I be reconciled. I wish 1 could believe like them that Meg 
writ about in th ininen town. An like you — if you believe anything. 
They’ve got some a them in jail, Meg writ; they go around a- 
claimen they ain’t no burnen Hell fire, that our God would never 
allow it ; that at th very worst them like Henley will only be destroyed, 
but — oh, Jesus is kind — but it says, ‘Th Lord thy God am a terrible 
God,’ ” and on the last ‘God’ her voice rose in a terrible wail of 
weeping as she looked up at her gieat daughter, who stood now as in 
childhood when her mother wept or scolded — silent, high-headed, 
straight-shouldered, stony-faced. 

It seemed a long while before Gertie could think to open the door, 
and in a voice which was hoarse and harsh, instead of gentle- 
sounding as she would have it be, remind her mother that she might 
catch cold, running out as she had done in nothing but a little 
crocheted cape about her shoulders. 

Her mother refused Gertie’s hand on her elbow, but by clinging to 
the door-frame and then seizing a chair-back she managed to reach 
the rockingAhair, reserved always for her, on one side the fireplace. 
“An what^uightn't a terrible God do,” she moaned, flinging her head 
against the back of the chair and looking at the ceiling. “I cain’t bear 
to think on it. Henley, my onliest son, a-flamen there in Hell. He 
never found that narrow gate, oh. Lord, that little narrow gate to 
eternal salvation an life everlasten. But he follcred that broad road 
straight to perdition, a-dancen his dances an a-drinken his drop — 
infinite Justice, infinite mercy, let me be reconciled. Seems like it'll 
kill me. How could God do this to me?” 
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“It was Henley he done it to, Mom,” Gertie said m a low voice, 
and added, “He broke none a th Ten Commandments.” She had 
stopped just inside the door, and stood rigidly still, her shoulders 
hunched a little, her hands clenched at her sides, almost with the air 
of a frightened and dctlant animal dragged into the warm, over- 
crowded room against its will. 

Her mother made a little business of straightening her head and 
looking at her, a llame of something close to hatred brightening her 
tear-wet eyes. “Maybe if'n it hadn't a been fer you, Henley would ha 
give hissef to God. You was th oldest; he thought a sight a you, too 
much, I’ve thought many a time. He seen you stand stiff-necked an 
stubborn in the face uv th Almighty God. You never repented a your 
sin a dancen. If you an your father, too, but mostly you, had set 
Henley a good example, he might ha been singen in Heaven now.” 
The rocking-chair gave an angry, impatient creak. “What a you a- 
standen there a-glaren at me that away — mad as lire? Seems like 
you’ve been mad about somethin ever since Henley went away. I 
recken you wanted me to lie — say Henley was our sole support. He 
wasn’t.” 

“Pop ain’t been able to do hard heavy work since ” Gertie 

began in a low, hard voice. 

She stopped when her mother's head fell upon the chair arm and 
she began weeping again, words of heartbroken moaning mixed in 
with the weeping, “Oh, God, oh, God, thy ways with my children are 
past understanding.” She was silent then, chair still, bow'ed head 
slipping slow ly off the chair arm towards the floor. 

Gertie could only twist her hands, stare at the sagging figure, and 
back away. She did lift one hand to catch her mother’s shoulder, but 
jerked it back. Her mother would shrink from her touch and shrug 
her hand away, as when she had tried to help her through the door. 
Her frantic glance quite by accident struck the camphor bottle on the 
mantel. She seized it, held it towards her mother, meanwliilc begging 
in a hoarse and broken voice, “Please, Mom, plca.se; try yef camphor. 
Mebbc it’ll keep you fruin fainten.” Her mother reached blindly, 
without lifting her head, and Gertie put the bottle into her hand. 
Gertie watched concernedly as she sniffed and revived enough to 
speak; 

“Gert, I rcckcn you wanted th whole neighbourhood, specially 
them like your mothcr-in-law, that ole Kate Nevels, with her three 
boys gone an Clovis called, to go around a-throwen off on me 
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a-sayen I kcRt my onliest one at home tied to my apron strings.” 

Gertie opened her mouth, closed it. She was silent, staring at the 
fire while her mother gradually gained strength enough from the 
camphor to sit up and say with a little headshake, “You ought to read 
yer Bible, Gert. It’s all foretold. ‘I come not with peace but a sword,’ 
Christ said. An recollect how in Revelations it tells us we can’t buy 
er sell ‘thout th mark uv th Beast’ — that means these ration cards; 
they’ve got th Beast’s number an mark. Christ is a-scourgen th world 
like he scourged th temple, an in his mighty wrath he ” 

“But, Mom, mebbe,” Gertie began in a low, hesitant voice, turning 
to look at her, “mebbe they’s another side to Christ. Recollect he 
went to th wedden feast, an had time to fool with little youngens, an 
speak to a thief an a bad woman. An Henley was like Christ — he 
worked an loved his fellow men an ” 

Her mother’s rocker gave an angry swish, and Gertie, whose voice 
had grown ever lower and more hesitant, fell silent. She looked past 
her mother through the open door, her eager glance hunting up the 
hill-pasture path she had walked a few minutes before, then pausing 
on the brow of the hill where the woods met the bright blue sky; and 
for an instant it seemed that her Christ, the Christ she had wanted for 
Henley, was there, ready to come singing down the hill, a laughing 
Christ uncrowned with thorns and with the scars of the nail holes in 
his hands all healed away; a Christ who had loved people, had liked 
to mingle with them and laugh and sing the way Henley had liked 
people and singing and dancing. That Christ walked down the hill 
now and stood by the door asking to be let in, because it was Henley’s 
home and he knew Henley. 

He wasn’t there, of cour ;e. It was only her mind made this Christ 
alive, the way Cassie made the witch-child Callie Lou alive, or gave 
life and heart to the piece of hickory sprout. 

She jumped, then strode with awkward quickness towards the door. 
Her mother'was shivering, exclaiming, “Gert, no wonder Amos like 
to a died with th croup if you don’t shut th doors at your place no 
better than here.” 

Gertie opened her mouth to say that the croup was a disease Amos 
had caught, but tramped on her tongue in time. She closed the door 
soundlessly, as she had been taught to do as a child. Forgetting to 
take ofl' her coat, she sat down on the edge of a split-bottomed chair, 
a good distance back from the fire. She tried to recollect at least one 
of the many things she had planned for talking with her mother. 
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pleasant things that would take her mother’s mind, from Henley 
in Hell. She couldn’t remember them now for wanting to ask about 
her father, but she dared not show too much concern for him too 
soon. 

She was glad wlicn her mother broke the silence, saying with a 
sorrowful shake of her bowed head, “Gert, 1 alius say let a body 
believe wliat their Bibles tells em to believe. But you're mighty close 
to bein’ a infidel. You’re bad as them people Meg writ about in th 
coal-minen towns. They’re a-claimen that, come Armiegeddon, this 
world won’t be destroyed by fire an brimstone fnim Heaven like th 
Bible says. Some a them got put in jail fer not saluten th flag, 
claimen it was a graven image.” 

Gertie’s head came up; she looked quickly at her mother. “They 
cain’tputem in jail. Th Constitution says, ‘Congress shall make no 
law respecting an establishment of religion, or prohibiting the free 
exercise thereof; or abridging the freedom of speech or ’ ” 

“Gert, Gert,” her mother cried, more angry now than sorrowful, 
“don’t you know they’s a war on, an things is dilTcrcnt? If a religion 
is unpatriotic, it ain’t right. Ycr pop would learn you th Con- 
stitution an some a th Bible— an you been spouten em ever since like 
you was a preacher an a lawyer, too.” 

Her mother began sniffing the camphor again, and Gertie, 
desperate for convcr.sation, said quickly and in an unnaturally loud 
voice, “Mom, how’s that bad pain in your side? Clovis was a-tellen 
me you’d been mighty bad w ith that old pain.” 

“Gert, darlen, do I matter so little you cain’t even recollect what 
hurts me? It’s not that old pain that come after th bornen a you 
nearly killed me.” She sighed a moment in remembrance of Gertie’s 
birth, then continued, “I’m mighty bad constipated, mighty bad. 
Soon as 1 git a little strongei, an before they take Clovis fer good. 
I’m a-goen to git him to take me to a doctor in Town. That doctor 
where you took Amos, it’s got so his medicine don’t do me one lick 
a good no more, not my constipation. 1 don’t think he’s as good as 
that little doctor at th Valley. He went oil to war right away. Vour 
doctor’s a slacker an not patriotic, er he would already ha gone.” 

“But people has got to have a doctor. I don’t believe Amos could 
ha ” 

Her mother was snillling again, her head bending towards the 
chair arm. “Gertie, Gertie, if you’d lost a son like me you’d know 
they was a war on. Amos jist had you skeered. Clovis said th hole in 
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his neck wasn’t bigger’n a marble. After my poor Henley went an 
give his life, I feel that ever man ” 

“God didn’t give Henley his life to give away; an he didn’t give his 

life. They look him an he didn’t ’’ Her mother began to weep — 

Gertie realised she was saying things she had made up her mind not 
to say. She looked about the room, hunting desperately for some- 
tiling of whicii to speak; but the room seemed as it had been since 
childhood, for ever crowded with things she had seen many times, 
but for ever alien territory that had from the beginnings of her 
memory made her seem even bigger, uglier, more awkward, more 
liable to break something than she had seemed in other places. 

Here and there on the walls, in little wooden shelves contrived by 
her father, covering the low window-sills, set on the cedar chest, on 
the centre table, crowding Henley’s picture on top of the phono- 
graph, were her mother's potted plants: geraniums, begonias, 
varieties of cactus, coleus, sensitive plants. Many were blooming, but 
in a sad, half-hearted way, as if they were tired of the red clay pots, 
tied with crepe paper, that cramped their roots like too tight shoes. 
A whole corner of the large room was taken up with a dais-like piece 
of furniture built by her father. It had three broad steps rising on all 
four sides, each step wide enough to hold a row of potted plants, 
with the small square on top holding the king of her mother’s plant 
kingdom, a giant maidenhair fern that seemed to have changed little 
since Gertie first remembered it. She had memories of trips to the 
woods for the bhack, rich earth from generations of leaves dying on 
limestone ledges, for the dirt must be scraped from a damp limestone 
ledge where other ferns grew, so that every few years the plant had 
been repotted and divide-i, with rooted fronds going out to all the 
neighbours. Not long after her marriage her mother had given her a 
good-sized piece of it, rooted in a large red pot. She had on the way 
home stopped by a limestone ledge above the creek and there set the 
fern where if belonged to be. 

Hanging fiom ornamental pegs whittled by her father, for her 
mother could never abide a nail in her wallpaper, were innumerable 
pin-cushions. Some were of patchwork, others in the shape of 
knitted or crocheted hearts and stars and diamonds run with pale 
blue or pink ribbon, faded now into dusty greyness. There were old 
almanacs advertising remedies for the female troubles that had 
plagued her mother so much since Gertie’s birth. There was a great 
watch that had come down to her father from his grandfiUher; a 
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never used powder horn — filled with two crepe-paper, roses brought 
home nine years ago from Uncle Clirisman Ballew’s funeral — 
alongside an unframed, faded picture of Joshua blowing his horn by 
the walls of Jericho. Everywhere, on the dresser, the mantel, under 
the giant fern, on the chair-backs, the curtains, the sewing-machine, 
the cushions, were samples of her mother’s handiwork. Covers, 
scarves, and doilies were all embroidered and edged with crochet- 
work or tatting, and all starched and ironed until they seemed of the 
shiny, stiff coldness of metal when a bit of one could be seen between 
the medicine bottles, clocks, lamps, and vases of artificial flowers 
that smmounted them. 

They somehow matched the floor, laid years ago with one of the 
first linoleum rugs in the settlement, so fine that for fear of spoiling it 
her mother had put a rag carpet over it, and over the carpet, new 
then, and one of the last to come from old Aunt Sarah Kramer's 
loom, lengths and pieces cut from the old red Turkey carpet that had 
been in the front room when she came to it as a bride, and over the 
old carpet, to brighten it a bit, small rugs she had from time to time 
ordered from Montgomery Ward. One of these, depicting a very 
pink-faced little girl with overly large eyes and butter-coloured hair 
with one reddish-pink hand resting on the shoulder of a large yellow- 
brown square-nosed cur dog, the breed of which had at times thrown 
Gertie into long fits of silent pondering, her mother had always 
considered too fine for feet, and kept in front of the flower stand, 
where almost no one ever stepped for fear of knocking over a plant or 
breaking a frond of the swelling fern. 

Gertie fidgeted in her chair and touched the knife in her apron 
pocket, then quickly jerked her straying fingers away. Her mother 
had ever hated the whittling, even in her father— and in a girl it had 
seemed almost a sin. Strange how she could whittle, but never learn 
to do a bit of faneywork. In spite of all her mother's teaching in the 
little spare time Gertie liad had from the farm work, cCen her plain 
sewing was poor — all but the patching. Her mother oftbn pointed 
out that her buttonholes looked like pigs’ eyes — and she made all her 
own dresses too big and too long. 

She realised her mother had left off crying and was looking 
at her. She turned eagerly, trying hard to smile, even when her 
mother .said, “Gert, did you let anybody see you a-comen down 
th big road a-looken thataway. You’ll have beggar lice an Spanish 
needles all over th place. An why don’t you take olT yer coat? 
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What ails you anyhow? You act like you was a stranger.” 

Gertie got up, jerked off her coat, knocking the faded flower from 
a large begonia as she did so. She stood then, staring into the fire, 
and unconsciously fell to pulling her fingers till the joints popped, a 
childhood habit that had always slipped upon her when trouble 
overtook her with empty hands. Her mother, just beginning an 
account of her war-time trials with the buying of thread, interrupted 
herself to scold, “Gert, Gcrt, you know that drives me crazy.” 

Gertie’s frantic glance struggled with the curtains. Maybe her 
mother could be led to talk of the curtains. They looked new. But 
were they? They looked exactly like all the other curtains in this 
room she could remember, thin and white and edged with her 
mother’s crochet-work. But the starched lace, fragile-appearing as 
rows of snow crystals sewed upon tlie curtains, only brought back 
Battle John Brand, stampeding the souls of his flock to Christ with 
his twin whips of Hell and God. She could feel the torture of the 
lace again as it had used to be on those long, hot summer Sundays of 
her girlhood when she would sit by her sister Meg in tlie meeting 
house and listen to Battle John Brand. 

His Hell would quiver like the heat waves through the meeting 
house, and she would sit trying desperately to think of other things, 
but never succeeding. She cotild smell her own flesh burning, rising 
like an incense to God in Heaven, with her mother who was forever 
listening dowm the golden stairs, but never hearing her daughter cry, 
“[ love Battle John’s God. I love the Sunday clothing my poor 
weakly mother works so hard to make for me.” 

She never, no matter how hot the coals or bright the flames that 
Battle John made, was ab'e to say such things, but sat on in sweaty- 
handed guilt and misery. Was she, like Judas, foreordained to sin, 
she’d wonder? She knew, but was untible to imagine, that the torture 
of Hell was a million times worse than the torture of her Sunday 
clothes. Tht starched, embroidered white dress of dotted swiss or 
voile, alwefys edged with her mother’s crochet, seemed by its very 
daintiness to make her own body, brown, big-boned, big-muscled, 
briar-scratched from the man’s work she did on the farm, even more 
ugly. Her thighs, that could endure the jolting of a mule’s back or 
long hours on the iron seat of the iron-wheeled mowing machine, 
cried to her in church with unceasing agony at their confinement in 
the encircling bands of knitted or crocheted lace and tucks, all 
starched and ironed until each toothed edge seemed so much iron 
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cutting into her sweating flesh. More starched lace chafed her 
breasts, her baek, and her chigger-bilten armpits; the pains and 
discomfort of these, added to the too tight shoes and the layers of 
starched slips and petticoats, made the long sittings under Battle 
John a greater agony than any pain she had ever known. 

The cuckoo in the clock on her mother’s wall whirred and creaked, 
for it was getting old, then leaped from its little house and cried 
eleven times. Gertie had seldom heard a pleasanter sound. She 
started towards the kitchen, but paused, her luind on the door-knob, 
and asked somewhat timidly, for she had never been a cook to match 
either her mother or Meg, “Mom, couldn’t I git dinner this onct an 
save you th trouble?'’ 

Her mother considered as she juggled a bottle of pills so as to 
make one and only one pill come from the bottle. She succeeded, 
swallowed the pill, gagged, shook her head violently at Gertie’s 
suggestion that she get her a glass of water. “Law, Gcrt, I recken in 
times like these you can cook about as good as anybody.’’ She 
paused to gag again before continuing. “Many’s th time I've wished 
here lately that I had th sting>' hand with lard an sugar you’ve alius 
had since you got Clovis. We run out uv our own lard back in 
August, an that ration don’t hardly give me enough fer biscuits, an 
till hog-killen time I’ll have to cook with butter, an butter seasonen 
gives me th sick headache. I tried frycn a chicken in butter, but it 
tasted Jist like beef to me. I couldn’t cat one bite but th liver.” 

Gertie stood in the doorway while her mother went into a long 
pondering on whether or not she should let Gertie get the dinner. 
She did feel weakly, but on the other hand somebody would surely 
come on such a pretty Sunday. She finished at last with the decision 
in favour of Gertie, who went quickly into the kitchen, closing the 
door behind her. She hung her coat on a peg, gave the hem below 
the torn pocket a swift, critical glance. It looked flat and empty, like 
the tail of any other oid coat. She pinched it bctweeli thumb and 
finger, and was reassured by the soft whispering crackle of money. 

Site paused an instant looking round the great room. She glanced 
into the wide-mouthed fireplace where her great-grandmother had 
baked the bread and cooked all the Kendrick food, and smiled a little 
on an unusually large Dutch oven, one her fiithcr had always prized. 
His grandfather had brought it back from Alabama one early spring 
when he and the other men of the settlement had returned from 
driving their hogs to market in the south across the mountains. She 
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crossed the kitcjien to the great cook-stove with its high curving legs, 
and rolled back the warming-oven door. 

She looked at the platter there with two pieces of ham left from 
breakfast, two fried eggs, and on one end a little mound of biscuit. 
It was for an instant as it had been before she married, when this was 
home and if she grew hungry at any time of the day or night she had 
only to come to the warming-oven or go to the cherry cupboard, 
where a selection of jams and jellies and canned and baked goods, 
especially gingerbread, were kept. Endlessly replenishing the 
kitchen, like the widow’s barrel, were the smoke-house, the spring- 
house, and the root-house. Behind these were the hogs and cattle and 
sheep on the range, the timber on the hillsides, the little coal mines — 
worked by paid miners but good for cash money. And under every- 
thing was the Big South Fork of the Cumberland that each year in 
the time of tides laid a thick coating of rich black earth on the already 
rich land of her father's river-bottom fields, sheltered from the fiercest 
currents of the river so that sand and gravel never came on the flood- 
tide, only black silt settling slowly down from quiet backwaters. 

Thcrc’d been no fried meat left at her table in a long time. She 
turned quickly to the wood-box filled with the only kind of wood her 
mother could abide; split maple, hickory, and oak, cut green and 
seasoned, with one small corner given up to split red cedar root for 
kindling. 

When the fire was burning well, the stove crinking with the rising 
heat, she hurried soundlessly through the outside door, then down 
the lane towards the thin thread of smoke that rose from the black- 
smith shop, a little log building that in the days of her grandfather 
had served much of the scti’cmcnt, but was seldom used now save by 
her father for his own work. 

She pushed open the door, but paused a moment, looking; in the 
dim light her father seemed a stranger, some old man, older than her 
father, who Vas hardly sixty, too deaf to hear the opening of the 
door. Mis hair had the thin, straggly look of an old man's hair, and 
his shoulders, bent above the freshly-made axe handle he was 
smootliing with a piece of broken glass, liad the tired look of an old 
man’s shoulders. He scraped on, smoothing the w'ood, not looking 
up until she stepped across the threshold, questioning more than 
greeting, “Pop? Oh, Pop?’’ 

The axe handle fell from his knees as he got up, and with the piece 
of glass still clutched in one hand he pulled her tightly against him. 
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whispering, “Gertie, Gertie.” He held her away from him, looked 
into her face, repeating, “Gertie, Gertie.” 

The never spoken knowledge of childhood that her father, not her 
mother, was the weak and pitiful one, the one who needed help, 
came back to her, but now as then she could say nothing of what was 
in her heart, nor speak of Henley, who in dying had taken with him 
the Kendrick name, the Kendrick land. In a moment she was able to 
say, “Pop, Tve been a-worryen on how you was maken out with ycr 
leg in this rainy fall weather.” 

“Pretty good, pretty good,” he said. “1 was lucky to have Reuben 
to hep in th fall work, and I got th Cramer boys a few days.” 

“I beared they’d went away,” she said, picking up the axe handle 
and hefting it. 

He nodded. “Th oldest ain't seventeen, but they're big as men — so 
they took off fer Muncie an they'll kill theirselves in one a them 
factories.” He sighed. “They won't be men enough left to dig th 
graves. Looks like they could ha left us Clovis. He could ha kept th 
mail car runnen.” 

She tried to smile, “Why, Pop, many’s th time I’ve beared you tell 
about how th women managed in th War a 1812 when they wasn’t a 
man above fourteen left in th settlement. 1 can do a man's work.” 
She studied the axe handle. “I kind a kept a-hopen they’d leave 
Clovis. 1 mebbe ought to ha let him a gone to Oak Ridge cr some 
factory. I think he wanted to. He hated to leave his old people an 
sell th truck — but he would ha gone. Mostly it was me, afeared he’d 
want me an th youngens to foller him to some city.” 

He patted her shoulder. “Clovis, he’ll be all right in th Army.” 

She nodded, repeating, “He’ll be all right,” remembering that 
other, “He’ll be all right.” She and her father had stood together in 
the barn: late spring it had been then, with the sun rising far north- 
ward. They had stood in the pale spring dawn with milk buckets in 
their hands and listened to Clovis’s truck as it took Henity to the rail- 
road, and they had repeated each to the other, “Henley,* he'll He all 
right.” 

She watched him as he took the axe handle, settled himself slowly 
and cautiously into the chair, and commenced scraping again, look- 
ing over his spectacles at the oak wood. She saw the gkiss make a 
deeper mark titan it should have, sciatching the oak. He too was 
thinking of the other “all right”. In a moment she was able to ask, 
“How’s ycr leg. Pop, an ycr rheumatism?” 
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“Aye, not bad; nothen to speak of.” He reached and gave the 
bellows string three quick pulls that brought first red glowing life and 
then pale flames to the charcoal in the forge. “I been kinda baken 
myself, and that helps. I ain’t so bad.” 

“Whyn’t you set inside. Pop? It’s jist now beginnen to git warm in 
th sun. A forge fire’s no good fer baken yer legs an back.” 

“Aye, law,” he said, looking through the little window to the hills 
across the river, “you know how it is. Th mess a my whittlen alius 
aggravated yer pore mother — an seems like since — since this trouble 
— I’ve alius got to be a-whittlen, an a-chewen an a-spitten, too. An 
yer pore mother, th smell uv it an a-sean me spit — why, t’other night 
I was a-setten by th fire an she had such a gaggen spell she come nigh 
fainten. How’s th little un? I wanted to ride over to see him, but yer 
mom’s been so bad 1 couldn’t leave.” 

“He’s fine,” Gertie said, studying his hand scraping the oak. 
Seemed like it wasn’t steady; but maybe she only imagined it, like a 
minute ago, when he had stood up, his eyes had not seemed quite level 
with her own. No, she didn’t imagine it: she had been little, looking 
up at her father, the tallest man in the world, six feet four; then 
grown, looking into his eyes when it seemed his eyes alone were the 
only ones in the world high as her own; and now the eyes were lower. 
She realised she was pulling her fingers again, but did not stop. 
“Pop — 1 ain’t right certain — well. I’m almost certain, but soon as 
Clovis is in the Army — they’ll be money 1 can depend on fer a little 
while — I’ll move closer an . . .” 

“The Tipton Place?” he asked, and his eyes were eager, glad as 
Reuben’s. “It’s good an ” 

“Gertic-ee. Gertie-ec.” 

They both jumped like guilty children at hearing her mother’s 
calling, exasperated and shrill. Gertie hastily opened the door, but 
much to her relief and surprise her mother, in a fresh crocheted cap 
and apron, seimed pleased and relieved to find her with her father. 
She pushed Gertie back into the blacksmith shop, then closed the 
door with a great air of mystery. “Th Reverend Brand is a-comen 
down th big road,” she whispered, pleased, “an this is th last chanct 
I’ll have to see you by ycrself all day.” She fished in her left-hand 
apron pocket that always held her current crochei piece. 

“You’ve alius been awful good to us — in a way, Gertie,” she went 
on, pulling a handful of bills from her pocket. She opened the pocket 
wide, peeped in, took another, and then held out the loosely 
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crumpled handful. “Take em; they’re fer you. Your father an me 
has talked it over. You hepped a sight back in your younger days — 
you stayed with us longer than most girls — an me an yer pop, we’ll 
git along — somehow.” 

Gertie stepped backwards, staring at the money. “Law, Mom, you 
and Pop — you’ll be a-needen it worsen Clovis an me.” 

Her father smiled at her. “It’s Henley’s cattle money,” he said. 
“He wanted you to have it — all of it,” and he gave a quick glance at 
the bills as if he would count them. Failing, he glanced sharply at his 
wife, who held the money half-hidden in her hand. “His last wish — 
all of it,” he said, insistent. 

“His dyen wish,” her mother said, in the unmoved but intentionally 
dramatic tone she might have used to arouse interest in some unusual 
bit of neighbourhood gossip. “He writ to me not long afore they 
took him across th waters, that if’n anything happened to him, to hep 
Gertie. You raised him, he said.” 

Gertie choked and moved hastily backwards, knocking her 
shoulder against the nail shelf as she did so. Her mother sighed 
heavily. “It ain't like me an yer poor father had long for this world.” 

“But there’s insurance money comcn in ever month,” her father 
said. 

“Mebbe it’s like he alius said,” her mother went on, shoving the 
bills into Genie’s apron pocket: “if you hadn’t been big enough to 
hep on th farm w'hilc he was growen up we’d ha lost th place. Take 
it,” she said, turning away. 

“Oh, Mom,” Gertie said, and her bleak face became a hideous 
thing, breaking into twisted wrinkles and grimaces as she began to 
cry, giving all her big being to the crying, wholeheartedly, like a hurt 
child. 

Cassic, who had peeped in w'hen her grandmother opened the door, 
had never seen her mother cry. Site was terrilied past tears, and 
buried her face in Gertie’s apron. 'I'hc child stood sheering, clutch- 
ing her mother’s leg when her grandmother broke into it michty wail 
of weeping, screaming as she flung her apron over her head and 
hurried towards the house, “Gcrt, Gert, think a me. I cain’t stand to 
see you cry. if I Icnlcy’s gocn hurts you so, think on how your poor 
mother feels.” 

Gertie cried on, her hands pressed against her face, the crumpled 
money spilling from her pocket. Just as she had been unable to tell 
her father any word of how she felt for him, she was tonguclcss to 
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tell her mother that sorrow for Henley did not cause her tears, but her 
mother’s unexpected gratitude, never mentioned through all these 
years. Maybe her mother had loved her. What a sin to have doubted 
it ever! She cried afresh over her own hardness of heart — Clovis 
going to war, and she thought only of money. 

She rushed out of the shop and away with long, quick strides, 
unmindful of Cassie’s frightened eyes peeping up from her apron, or 
the small hands pulling on her skirt. At last she noticed the drag on 
her walking, and picked up the child and strode on, her feet following 
a path of escape in childhood — up the hill to the spring. 

She was halfway there before she noticed that Cassie’s arms were 
clasped so tightly about her neck they were choking her, while the 
child shivered and trembled like a young lamb in a January rain as 
she said over and over in a low, terrified voice, “Don’t cry. Mama; 
don’t cry.’’ 

The shameful realisation came to Gertie that she was scaring her 
own child the way her mother had used to scare her. “I won’t cry no 
more,” she said. “I ain’t hurt. I’m all right, less’n you choke me to 
death with huggen. ‘Miss Cassic hugged her mommie to death.’ 
Now wouldn’t that make a pretty piece fer th paper?” 

Cassie smiled and patted her mother’s hair, but was troubled still. 
“Where we a-gocn. Mom?” 

“To th spring — you know th spring — yer granma’s spring.” 

“But you ain’t got no bucket.” 

“Jist to look around — an git a drink,” Gertie said after a moment’s 
wondering on wh> had she come. She realised she was clutching the 
money, and through all her sorrow there came a panicky fear that 
she had lost some of it, and mat she didn’t know how much there had 
been. She hastily slid Cassie to the ground and counted it, smoothing 
each bill, laying tliem evenly one above the other — fifteen twenty- 
dollar bills. She wished she had her coat. She would sit in the sun up 
here where no one could sec, and count it all — more already than 
John had paid for the Tipton Place. She wouldn’t have to wait. She 
wouldn’t have to depend on Clovis. She v\ouldn’t have to ask old 
Uncle John for credit. She wouldn't have to ask anybody for 
anything. 

She hurried a few steps farther up the hill, her eyes searching 
hungrily ahead. When she had gone high enough so that she could 
see the grey-brown roof of the old log house on the Tipton Place 
rising above the cedars on the rocky creek bank, she stopped and 
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stood a long time, looking. Such a safe and sheltered place ; if a body 
didn’t know it was there she would never notice it among the leafless 
trees. It was close to her father, and her own, all her own. Never, 
never would she have to move again; never see again that weary, 
sullen look on Reuben’s face that came when they worked together in 
a field not their own, and he knew that half his sweat went to another 
man. 

She heard her mother calling her again, and remembered it was 
past dinner-getting time and a preacher come for dinner. The fire in 
the cook-stove would have burned away, and where was Cassie? She 
saw her at last, far up the field, the hickory doll on one arm while 
with the other she fought something with a dried stickweed longer 
than she was tall. Gertie heard her cries of “Sooey, Sooey,” saw the 
stickweed break the air, but for all her fierce lighting Cassie was 
losing ground before the enemy, running backwards at times down 
the hill. 

Gertie called to her. Cassie whirled about, dropped the stickweed, 
and came running, laughing. Halfway to Gertie, she glanced over 
her shoulder, then ran the faster, screaming, “Mommie, Mommie, 
throw out some yers a corn. These wild liawgs can eat them stid a 
my little youngen. They’re a-overtaken me.” 

Gertie made great motions of throw'ing cars of corn to hungry 
hogs, stamped her feet, cried, “Sooey,” then held out her arms to the 
flying Cassie. She caught her up with a cry of, “Woman, you 
oughtn’t to take yer little youngen out through a bunch a wild hawgs 
thataway.” 

“Thar warn’t so many,” Cassie .said, settling herself on her 
mother’s shoulders. “Callic Lou chased cm all but two ole sows off 
up the creek.” 

“That Callic Lou sure is brave,” Ciertie said, hurrying down the 
hill. 

Cassie hugged her mother, and Callie Lou was gone. “Mom,” 
Cassie whispered as they neared the house, “I beared Cjranma when 
she come crycn on to th porch. Was that why you w.is ti-cryen — 
because a Uncle Henley cain’l never go up to Jesus?” 

“Pshaw,” Gertie said, “a body don’t liave to go to Jesus. He’s 
right down here on earth all th time.” 

“Have you seen him. Mom?” 

Gertie considered, looking up the hill, “Well, it’s kinda like you a- 
sean Callie Lou.” 
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“You mean Ije’s got black curly hair an black eyes like Callie 
Lou?” 

“N-o-o. When I seen him walken over th hill — he jist looked like a 
good-turned man.” 

“Like a preacher in suit clothes a-carryen a Bible?” 

“No. Seemed like he wore overalls like a carpenter. He made 
things, like yer granpa.” 

“Was he a-carryen a axe to cut a axe handle?” 

“I didn’t sec his tools. He’d been in th woods, though, a-looken fer 
something, fer he was carryen a big branch a red leaves. I figgered 
he’d cut down a old holler black-gum tree fer to make beehives, an th 
leaves was so pretty he took em with him.” 

She gave the down-hanging feet and legs of the child a quick 
squeeze. “Jesus walks th earth, an we’re goen to have us a little piece 
a heaven right here on earth. Your pop has to go away, but he’ll be 
back — he’ll be all right.” 


CHAPTER FIVE 

She was standing by her father's corn crib with a two-bushel sack 
of corn on her shoulder. She wanted to load it on Dock, but Dock 
wouldn’t stand for it; every time she started to throw the corn 
behind the saddle he jumped away and the corn fell to the ground. 
Henley bent to pick it up. She saw his right hand reaching for it, his 
blue sleeve rolled to his elbow above the big sunburned arm where 
the dark hairs had bleachet' a golden brown, and on his reaching 
hand there was the axe scar between thumb and finger; but his hand 
was young-looking still for twenty-eight, the back less rough and 
brown, the palm less leathery than her own. As he stooped again to 
reach for the corn, he looked up at her, his hair, dark as her own but 
not so straiglit, fallen across his forehead. Through it she could see 
his eyes, dark blue like her father’s eyes, more laughing — they had 
used to be like Cassie’s eyes — but not laughing now; sober-serious, 
asking, “Why — why do this to me?” and he was both hurt and 
angry, picking up the sack of corn. He flung it hard across her 
shoulder, so hard it hurt her neck, and the corn poured out, spilling 
swiftly to make a golden pile by her feet. Sorrowful, she was staring 
down at the spilled corn, so sorrowful, her insides aching as if the 



66 


corn had been a wasted pile of yellow gold; and Hqnley was so mad 
at her. She wanted to ask him why, but the sack hurt her neck and 
she could not speak. 

She struggled against the choking weight, reached for it, found 
Clovis's hand, half open, limp in sleep, the back of it flung like a dead 
weight across her neck, high up against her throat. She lifted the 
sleep-heavy haird and laid it back across his chest. All the pieces of 
reality scattered into nothingness by her sleep drew slowly back 
together; but she lay for a moment longer, figliting to hold the dream. 
Henley was looking at her, and in a moment he would laugh and go 
riding away with the slid ted corn. She lay, her eyes closed, but she 
could not bring back the shine of the yellow corn or Henley’s eyes. 
They were back there now in her memory with all other things. 

She rolled out of bed, careful not to waken Clovis. Barefooted, 
and with the long coil of her hair falling down her back, she went to 
the little window in the end of the loft, so low and so small she must 
kneel in order to see any sweep of the sky. Yesterday had brought a 
thin grey rain, changing to sleety snow at twilight, but it was clear 
now’, with no wisp of fog or cloud between her and the stars. The 
cup of the Big Dipper was getting close to the top of the sky. It was a 
long time till daylight, not much past three in the morning, but she 
could get up now and have fresh colTee ready for Clovis when he got 
up. She looked a moment longer at the stars, crouching lower, 
tipping her head far backward, sending her glance higher until it 
searched the ceiling of the world. She lost herself in the thousands 
and thousands of cold lights, her mind empty as when she laid slept, 
so that for an instant she almost recaptured the wondering look in 
Henley’s eyes — a moment more and he would have spoken. Then it 
was gone, and the lights were stars saying that dawn would come. 

She tiptoed across the rough, widc-plankcd iloor to the stair hole, 
unconsciously remembering to crouch and not strike her head on the 
eaves, for even in the centre of the loft she could not stand fully up- 
right. Clovis had complained at times because he and she sh jit in the 
loft. He agreed with her that it was indecent for parents to sleep in 
the same room as half-grown children, but let the boys sleep up above, 
he’d say; but Gertie was afraid of lire in the little rattletrap renter’s 
shanty with the kitchen stove-pipe going out through a hole in the 
wall. She thought now, as she climbed down the laddcr-likc stair, how 
she had told him her fears of lire, but never a word about the good- 
ness of wakening to stars or the night sound of rain on the shake roof. 
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The children slept in the two big beds in the main room. She went 
to the walnut bed in one corner, put one of Cassie’s wandering feet 
back under the covers, and took her tightly clutching arm from 
Clytie’s neck, i'or Clytie complained often that Cassie choked her and 
kept her awake with overmuch hugging. The three boys, as always in 
cold weather, slept fitted together like three spoons in the great cherry 
bed. Reuben was in front to keep the smaller ones from falling to the 
floor. Enoch next in the warmest spot, and Amos last, his chin on 
Enoch’s neck. 

She straightened their quilts and, still without striking a light, went 
into the kitchen. She shook down the ashes in the great cook- 
stove, her one new piece of furniture, and it a gift from her father. 
She felt in the corner of the wood-box where the fat pine in fine 
splinters lay, and built the fire. Quickly the top of the stove took on 
shape and size. The caps were marked by thin circles of red light, 
while the grate openings made six squares of light on the wall. The 
stove light shone on the wash-bench of her own making, and on the 
bottoms of the water buckets. One w as of red cedar, made of pieces 
of w'ood fitted together barrel fashion and held together with copper 
bands. It was an old bucket and had, like most of the furniture w hich 
she had not made herself, been a cast-off from her mother’s house. 

Clovis quarrelled often at the weight of the cedar bucket and the 
clumsiness of it, pointing out that a new tin one would cost only a 
quarter. The children seldom carried it to the spring, but filled it 
from the smaller buckets. But now, as Gertie broke the thin skim of 
ice on top and lifted dipperfuls of w'ater from it to fill the coffee-pot, 
she smiled on it, remembering the years she had had it, and was filled 
for a moment with a proud consciousness of ownership, something 
solid and old, known and proved long ago by hands other than her 
own. She smoothed the middle copper band, bright in the stove light 
from many scrubbings with ashes. She decided that when she moved 
to the Tipton Tlacc she would keep the bucket on the porch shelf and 
quit using it*for water; instead, she would keep garden truck or meat 
in it, as her grandmother had used to do. 

She put the colTce on, and stoked the stove afresh. Then, as always, 
in any weather, she picked up the red cedar bucket and went to the 
spring. She, as usual in clear w'cathcr, stopped when she had rounded 
the house corner, and looked at the morning star. It rode high and 
bright above old John’s pines on the ridge top, seeming hardly the 
morning star, for as yet no promise of the sun’s rising had paled the 
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east and washed away the smaller stars. Last year, it had in winter 
hung in the bare limbs of an old sweet gum by the road gate on 
Samuel Sexton’s place they had rented. The year Cassie was born 
she’d never seen it at all; they’d lived low down on the eastern side of 
the ridge. 

There was no whiteness of rock or glimmer of starlight under the 
pines to mark the craggy path down the ridge side to the spring, but 
she followed the path with no more thought for her feet than she 
would use to cross the kitchen floor. The spring seeped into a 
hollowed-out sandstone basin at the foot of a low ledge, and without 
being able to see where stone ended and water began she squatted by 
the pool and dipped the bucket in, then lifted it and drank easily and 
soundlessly from the great thick rim as others might have sipped 
from a china cup. The water, cold, with faint tastes of earth and iron 
and moss and the roots of trees, was like other drinks from other 
springs, the first step upward in the long stairs of the day; everything 
before it, was night; everything after, day. 

She rinsed the bucket, then drew' it up brimming full and went back 
up the path. Though at the top of the stair-like climb her breath 
came slowly and soundlessly as ever, she stopped and shifted the 
bucket to her other hand, looking straight above her through the pine 
branches to the stars. Little of the blue-black sky could be seen, and 
the pine boughs were mixed in with the stars, as if the trees carried 
stars instead of cones. A pine tree was a pretty thing. They’d let 
Clovis stay around three or four weeks before they took him off for 
good, and with more than enough money to buy a farm, and knowing 
the Army would send her more, she’d buy coal oil and keep the lamp 
burning. Nights she and Clovis would sit around the stove and she 
would whittle on a poplar biscuit bowl like she’d been needing. 
Around it she would put a ring of pine twigs and on the side one 
white pine cone. But when Clovis was gone and she was settled on the 
farm, she would work again on the block of wood, nights in the fire- 
light. She'd waited so many years, and now there was nt' need to 
wait. She had her land — as good as had it — and the face was plain, 
the laughing Christ, a Christ lor Henley. 

She hurried back to the kitchen, where the two front caps of the 
stove glowed red, the coffee-pot purred and talked' to itself, telling 
itself it was ready to boil, and in the red glow from the stove the steam 
rose pinkish white from the tea-kettle. She climbed the stair ladder 
and shook Clovis into wakefulness. “It’s time to git up,” she said. 
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He roused, shaking his head, then lifted himself on one elbow, and 
looked across the foot of the bed, searching for the square of light 
that would mark the loft-room window. Seeing only the star- 
sprinkled sky, he dropped back to the pillow, pulling the covers 
around him. “Consarn it, Gert. ft ain’t anywheres close to day- 
light.” 

She drew a deep breath, “ft’s your Army examinen day, honey,” 
she said. 

At that he was up, for the special bus taking men to Cincinnati for 
their Army examination left T own at six-thirty. 

She wouldn't sorrow now and be afraid, she told herself. The real 
Army was a little while away, and even then it would be only the 
training. Maybe the lighting would be over before he had to go 
across the waters; and all the while he was away there would be 
dollars every month to build up the Tipton Place. No money would 
have to go out to keep an old truck running, no half of the crops they 
raised would go to another man for rent. She felt guilty, pleasuring 
herself with such tlioughls. When she scooped her hand into the lard, 
she took an extra pinch, for Clovis liked his biscuit bread flaky with 
lard. 

She glanced at him as he curved his long, narrow body over the 
stove top, shivered, rubbed his hands, then stretched with a mighty 
gaping and reaching up until his fingers touched the sloping cross- 
beams of the lean-to kitchen. “Git yer cotfee, honey, off th warmen 
oven; it’ll warm you up. Tlien you'd better hurry; it’ll be gitten late,” 
she said. 

“Oh, law, my old woman a-wanten to be shet a me,” he said with 
the same bright-eyed teasing look she had known when they were boy 
and girl together. He hugged her with both arms about her shoulders, 
playfully pushing his chin into the back of her neck, jiggling her so 
that she lipped the wooden mixing bowl until buttermilk sloshed on 
the table. 

She jerkc(f one elbow back against him, and spoke sharply as she 
might have to one of the children. “Aw, Clovis, look at the gome 
you’ve made me make. Now git on. You’ll git there jist when th bus 
is a-pullen out.” 

His hands slipped from her shoulders, but he stood an instant, his 
chin pressed against her, like a child’s head leaning. “Oh, Gert, lots 
a time 1 think you don’t love me, nary a bit.” 

The words were the same he had used many times, but the tone was 
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different, less teasing, almost sad. He’d have her. blubbering in a 
minute, making a fool of herself, like down at her mother’s. She tried 
to put a teasing into her voice as she hunched her shoulders to get his 
chin off, for his breath was dampening her back hair. “Lord, man, 
you’re a big un to talk a love. Tie me hand an foot in a burnen house 
an have ole Uncle Ansel come to tell you his old grist mill was down 
again — you’d run off first to see what ailed th mill.’’ 

“Aw, Gert, you're jealous a machinery like it was another woman.” 
He looked about the ramshackle kitchen, his eyes on the bare, rough- 
planked, big-cracked floor as he said, “I Ciiin’t much blame ye — fer 
all my machine-tixen an coal-haulen it’s been a pore do.” 

He went into the main room to put on the clean overalls she had 
laid out on the rocking-chair, but was back in an instant, shivering, 
reaching in the wood-box for kindling. “The youngcns’ull 1‘rccze 
when they git up.” 

Gertie dumped the dough on to the biscuit board and frowned at 
him. “Now, Clovis, they ain’t a bit a use a-builden a lire an a-waken 
th youngens.” 

“But 1 want tu tell cm good-bye.” 

“But, honey, it ain’t like you was a-gocn oil' to war this inornen — 
jist th examination. Why — why you mightn't pass, and if you do 
they won’t take you right away. Jf'n it’s too cold in there, put ycr 
clothes on here in th kitchen. 1 won’t be a-watchen.” 

Clovis did us she directed, but kept glancing towards the room 
where the children slept. “Jim Whittaker, he never got back,” he 
reminded her in a moment. 

“It was just cause he didn’t want to come back an wait around,” 
she said. 

He slapped his razor on the strop hanging from a nail by the 
kitchen door. “Tliat wailcn won’t be no fun. Since Uncle Ansel 
can't git hands, an h;irdly nothen a what he needs to run his mine, 
they ain’t no coal to haul.” 

“We’ve got grub to run us an— we’ll git by,” Gertie ci'inforted. 
She felt guilty, and tried not to want to tell him of a!! the money 
she had saved. She punched out flat rounds of dough and laid them 
in the bake skillet, shoved the skillet into the oven, turned the sow- 
belly, pushed it to one side of the frying-pan, and then got the now 
partially thawed eggs out of the warming-oven and broke them into 
the hot grease. While the eggs cooked, she tiptoed into the middle 
room and took from a row of boxes by the inside wall a quart jar of 
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her precious sugar-sweetened preserves. She then took the meat and 
eggs from the skillet, and put in flour for gravy. 

Clovis wiped his razor, folded it, but frowned still at his face in the 
mirror. “1 look like I’d been shaved with a cross-cut saw. Wouldn’t 
it be somethin now to have it like th people in Town — th electric 
lights an bathrooms.” 

Gertie poured milk over the browned flour, and frowned as she 
always did wlicn she heard Clovis wish for some one of the wonders 
of Town. “Electric lights an runnen water won't make a empty belly 
full,” she answered shortly. “I'll bet thcy’s many a time Meg would 
ha traded her electric fcr a week's grub ahead, an her man made big 
money in th mines — when he got tu work.” 

“Meg’s seen a easier life than you,” he said, sorrow come back to 
his voice. “No heaven and sweaten fer her tu make corn grow in 
land that ud be better left in scrub pine and saw-briars, an then not 
keepen all you raise.” 

Gertie turned sharply away. In another minute she’d be telling 
him about the money siie had, and of how she meant to buy the 
Tipton Place. Then he’d want tlie money for a bigger and belter 
truck when he got out of the Army, like the time he’d sold her heifer 
for tyres. He might even want her to use up all his Army pay, quit 
farming, and live in Town while he was gone, “it ain’t been so bad,” 
she said. “Thcy’s a lieap a people has seen it worse.” 

“I’d ought to ha give up a long time ago an a-gone to Oak Ridge 
like Samuel, but you — an Mom, too — wouldn’t ever hear of it.” 

“But you alius said me an th youngens ud have to come too,” she 
reminded him. “An I ain’t a-wanten to be like Meg, alius liven from 
hand to mouth.” 

“But she’s had it easier an her youngens has got good schools,” he 
insisted, carrying the lamp to the kitchen table. He sat down but did 
not help himself to food. He looked up at her, his eyes soft, shiny 
brown in the* lamplight. “An anyhow, Gcrt, I’ve alius hoped you 
could have it nicer, way nicer’n Meg.” He looked at the plate of eggs 
and sowbelly she put in front of him. “You wasn’t raised to eat sow- 
belly in a tar-paper shack.” 

She poured eolfee, set it by his plate. “Eat an quit carryen on so,” 
she said, her voice hoarse, angry-seeming. “Our youngens is 
learnen,” she went on in a moment. “An anyhow, this settlement 
couldn’t hardly a got along without yer tinkeren; th grist mill an th 
mail ” 
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“I wish to goodness you wouldn’t call it tinkeren,’,’ he bufst out, a 
spoonful of gravy lifted above his eggs. “In lots a places people that 
can fix machines as good as I can makes big money fer it — an I’d 
ought to ha gone oft' an got a job at it soon as times got good.’’ 

“Aw, Clovis,” she began, and stopped; she’d only say the same 
things she'd said so many times already when he looked longingly at 
some letter from the employment oftice in Town begging him to go to 
work in that powder plant in Indiana or Willow Run or some other 
place. 

He stirred the biscuit into Iiis egg and gravy. “If I’d a gone off to 
work like I ought three years ago, th Army mightn’t be a-gitten me 
now, an you’d all be a heap better off.” 

“Mebbe not,” she said. “They could a got you anyhow, like they 
done Millie Neeley’s man — left her high an dry in Cincinnati where 
he’d got a job, an her not gitten enough frum him in th Army to keep 
her an th youngens in a town, an nothen back home to come to. 
You won’t ever have to be a-worr>'en on how me an th youngens’ ull 
git along. I can manage.” 

“By doen work fitten fer a mule — an th youngens growen up 
knowen nothen but work,” he said. He took one bite of biscuit and 
egg and gravy, and got up. He picked up his cup of coffee, and stood 
finishing it, quickly, as he took the lid from the refilled tea-kettle and 
tested the water. “It’s hot enough. I don’t want it bilen; it might 
crack th radiator, an I got all th holes fresh soddered up jist th other 
day.” 

Gertie was stooping by the oven door, two fresh biscuits held 
lightly between her tough fingers. “But ain’t you a-goen to cat, 
Clovis? You’ve got plenty a time.” 

“I ain’t hungry,” he said, and took his coal-dust-, grease-stained 
mackinaw from its nail behind the kitchen door. 

“You ain’t a-comen down with fever cr somethen, not eaten 
thisaway?” 

He looked at her in hurt surprise. “Woman, a body don’t go off fer 
to be examined fer th war ever day. I wish you’d a got th youngens up.” 

“But it ain’t like you was a-lcaven for true,” she said. 

“Mebbe not,” he said, sighing, buttoning his coat. “But all th 
.same, it’s somethen like th enden a th beginnen.” He crooked one 
arm and looked at the coat sleeve over it with sharp disgust. “Did 
you wash this thing, Gertie? It looks like a bitch had had her pups 
on it, and raised cm there.” 
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“I tried to, ’’.she said apologetically, “but it’s old an th grease an 
coal-dust wouldn’t come out.” 

“I wish t’goodness I’d a bought me a new jumper,” he complained. 
“It’s bad enough to go looken like a piece a pore white trash ’thout 
bein’ dirty into th bargain.” 

“You’ll look jist as good as a lot a th rest, I bet,” she consoled him. 
“Looks ain’t everthing.” 

He rummaged through his pockets. “Oh, law. I’ve left my wallet 
on th dresser. Take this an th spring water, an let her be a kind a 
warmen up. Recollect to shut off that petcock — I drained her.” 

She took the flashlight from the high shelf and with the water went 
out to the truck, parked in the middle of the road at the top of a little 
rise so that the roll down might save cranking the motor. She set the 
kettle on the ground, knelt to search for the petcock, and only then 
turned on the flashlight, remembering, as she always did when she 
saw its jabbing circle of light, how much it had cost and how Clovis 
was always having to buy batteries for it. Lantern light was cheaper, 
and she liked it better. 

She turned the petcock. Holding the flashlight between her teeth, 
she poured the warmish spring water into the radiator, then poured 
in a little of the hot from the tea-kettle, mixing them so that the hot 
might not crack the metal or the cold freeze. She had emptied both 
vessels, and rushed to the spring and back for more water, before 
Clovis came. 

As she poured in the last of the water, he gave her a hard, quick 
hug, and a quick kiss that might have touched her lips had she not at 
that moment turned her head to see about the radiator cap. 

He sprang in, twisted together the ignition wires, then, as Gertie 
jerked out the rocks that wedged the wheels, he stepped on the clutch. 
She gave a push and the truck rolled away, slowly at first, then faster. 
She stood, bucket and tea-kettle in hand, listening, watching. If it 
didn't start slic'd have to go help him crank; but when the truck was 
hardly three-quarters of the way down she heard the cough and then 
the shivering roar. Still she did not turn immediately away, but 
watched the black shadow of the truck pushing a weak blob of yellow 
light ahead. She watched it climb the rise, go along the level space of 
the ridge crest, turn on to the gravel, then down again. The black 
shadow was gone; only the sound was left, smothered by the hill, a 
lonesome going-away sort of sound, different from the noise of the 
truck’s coming home. 
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She shivered, for the first time conscious of the cold. 

The shivers did not go away completely until she had sat with her 
feet in the oven door long enough to drink a cup of coffee. She 
frowned, considering the lamp. The flame was turned down almost 
to blueness, but still it wasted oil and smelled up the kitchen, and 
daylight was yet a long while away. She wished for a churning, some 
work she could do in the dark, but the cold snap had kept the clabber 
from souring. Her fingers longingly touched the knife in her pocket; 
while the children were asleep would be a good time to bring the back 
of the head out of the block of wood. It would make her feel better, 
the whittling, and the block of wood would be company. She got up 
quickly, lighted the lantern, and went off to the barn for the peck or 
so of corn she had sorted out to shell for hominy. Millions of men 
were gone in the dark, and tlicir millions of wives couldn’t sit idle- 
handed and wait for daylight. 

Later, she was glad she had hit upon the hominy-making. The 
work helped keep tlie children busy, with less time for troubling over 
Clovis. It was hardly dayliglit before Enoch came running into the 
kitchen, iialf awake like a child in nightmare, crying that his pop had 
gone off to war and he hadn’t kissed him good-bye. He wakened the 
others, and tenderhearted Clytie began to cry, so that Gertie must 
make a little lie and tell them that C'ovis had kissed them all in their 
sleep before he left. “It ain’t like .le was gone fer true,’’ she told 
them. “He’ll be back, mebbe as early as midnight.” 

Cassic’s eyes were doubtful as she said, “But, recollect, you told us 
Uncle Henley, he’d be back. An GranP'i .said he w'arn't never a- 
comcn back — never no more till th judgt :nt day. Never,” she re- 
peated, staring at her mother with her g-pupillcd eyes, as if her 
mother’s face might hold some answer to this new riddle of never. 

“But your pop, he’ll be all right,” Gertie said, her voice loud, 
insistent. 

The children let off their crying and their questions, but she eould 
not wipe the doubt from their faces. She was glad when the silent, 
scantily-eaten breakfast was done, and enough daylight had come that 
she could go do the morning’s chores in the barn. There, the cow and 
the mule and the fattening pig did not know that Clovis was gone. 

In spite of the clear sunny weatiier and the pleasant bustle of 
hominy-making, the children complained much of the length of the 
day. At noon only Amos was hungry, and though Gertie quarrelled 
at them all for having eaten so much half-raw hominy corn they 
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couldn’t eat their proper victuals, she knew it wasn’t the skinned 
hominy corn that filled their bellies, but the same thing that filled her 
own. 

More than once through the long day, when the shadows of the 
house seemed fixed on the ground, she thought of the block of wood. 
Once, during the middle of the afternoon, she found herself kneeling 
by it, knife open in her hand. She sprang up, ashamed of her time- 
wasting ways, and went back to the hominy corn, bubbling through 
its last boil in a lard can on the kitchen stove. A pale finger of the low 
autumn sun had come at last through the kitchen window. She 
watched it as she stirred the hominy, but so slowly did it widen, so 
slowly did it move, that it seemed a dead thing, a difTcrently coloured 
strip of paper pasted on the wall. The band of light gave no bright- 
ness to the smoke-grimed building paper, faded into a dull red, but 
lay pale and sad, sadder than any sunlight she could remember. 

There was no need, she told herself, to stand and stir the hominy 
like it was apple butter about to stick. Seemed like, though, it was 
the only thing she could think to do. She stirred and stirred and 
stared at the shelf on the wall behind the stove and at the wash-bench 
by the kitchen door. They looked strange today, different, somehow, 
from the way they had looked yesterday. 

The hominy was through the last boil long before milking and night 
work time. .A moment’s terror came dowm on her as she wondered 
how she could keep busy until time to go to the barn. She was stand- 
ing on the porch searching out the children, who had gone walnut- 
gathering to the far side of the field, when her eyes happened upon 
the great pile of knotty dead chestnut chunks she and Reuben had 
sawed last week. Clovis, lie remembered, had quarrelled when she 
and the boys had snaked it up out of old John's woods. Sure, Clovis 
had complained, the chinchy old skinflint would give them that for 
stove-wood; if they did wear themselves out and saw it up, nobody 
could ever split it, he had said. She smiled as she took the single- 
bladed splifting a.xc and the heavy white-oak maul from their porch 
corner. Tomorrow morning, she told herself, she'd show Clovis her 
pile of split wood. 

She selected what appeared to be a perfectly level spot, picked up 
an especially knotty, two-foot-wide cut of the dead chestnut, and put 
it there. She lifted the axe, held it an instant, searching out with her 
eyes the exact centre of the wood. She sent the axe deep into the wood 
at the chosen spot. Then, with one blow of the maul, she buried the 
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axe blade. She waited an instant for the crackling sound of splitting 
wood, and when none came she took the blunt-edged triangular froe, 
and holding it with one hand tapped it into the chunk of wood with 
the maul, careful to keep the sinking froe in line with the axe. As 
soon as the froe was firm in the wood, she raised the maul high in 
both hands and, bending a little, swung it in a high wide arc, bringing 
it down with such force that the block of wood sank a little into the 
earth and the head of the froe flattened somewhat. 

The children, straggling home witli sacks of walnuts, gathered 
round to watch. Now and then they gave cries of encouragement, 
and always shouts of joy as each chunk came apart. All were troubled, 
even Clytie, who hated all outdoor work, when one of the blocks 
swallowed both axe and froe and still showed not even a crack. 
Gertie sent Enoch running for the old iron wedge she’d used when 
she made rails to mend the fence. Hardly was it driven halfway in 
when the chunk gave up and came apart. 

When the last chunk was quartered, she went to the house for a 
drink, and saw with something close to despair that the house shadow 
on the eastern side was still a hand's breadth away from the palings of 
the garden fence. She shook her head over the earlincss of ii, but all 
the same went on to the barn. There she took heads of cane from the 
pile in one of the stables and, sitting on the low log sill, used a length 
of old crosscut saw and raked the cane seed down into her apron, 
dropped sack-like between her outspread legs. The fat hens, gentle as 
were all her animals, came pecking into her apron with quick out- 
thrustings of their heads. One, saucier than the others, stood on 
Gertie’s knee and pecked at the head of cane. “Git away, you feisty 
girl,” she said, and when the hen did not move, except to turn her 
head and look at her, she scolded in mock anger, “i’ll bet you didn’t 
lay me a egg today neither. An eggs is better’n three cents apiece, 
my girl.” 

The hen jumped away; and Gertie, looking after her, thought she 
had spoken unkindly, for with her bright comb, big wide ochi'id, and 
neat slender legs she looked to be a good layer. She smiled on them 
all when she gathered the eggs— thirty-one that day. At this rate she 
could easily put another dollar in her pocket this week. Another 
dollar? l or what? It was still like a sudden awakening from heavy 
sleep, each time it came to her that she had money enough for the 
land. Dollars now could go for other things — dishes, grass seed, new 
shoes for Cassic? 
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When she had put in more corn for the fattening pig and listened 
towards the house to make certain the children were all right, she 
walked across last year’s cornfield. She stopped on its highest knoll 
to listen for Lizzie’s bell. She heard at last the faint far-away tinkle 
that told her Lizzie had broken through the old fence and gone to the 
steep, wooded banks above the creek. Dock, of course, was with her, 
for he and Lizzie were great friends, one always lonesome without 
the other. 

As she returned from the barn with the bridle, she realised she was 
singing at the top of her lungs, “I’ve got a home in glory.” She 
checked herself with the guilty wonder of how she could sing on such 
a day — tlie day they took Clovis. They would turn him loose for a 
little while, but he would still be theirs, like a sheep wandering free on 
the range but carrying its owner's mark in its ear. But if some sheep 
were marked for slaughter, like Henley, others, like Clovis, would be 
all right. He’d be safe and cared for in the Army. Once she was 
settled, with the land bought and paid for, he’d be glad. He’d be 
more than glad if she saved his Army wages for a truck. He might 
quarrel at the three miles of dirt road fit for nothing but a sledge, 
but she and the boys would help him fi.\ that. 

She walked faster. There was inside her another upsurge of sing- 
ing, even though she kept telling herself that all her fine plans would 
eome to nothing if Uncle John Ballew didn’t want to sell the Tipton 
Place. She plunged down the steep hillside below the field where the 
land lay north and east. Last night’s thin snow still lay in the cup- 
like hollows of the leaves and at the feet of the tall, light-hungry trees. 
The dark hillside, after the sunny ridge, seemed another world, cold 
and set for ever in a blue tv, dight. Dock came eagerly up to her and 
sniffed in her jumper pockets as if looking for corn. Lizzie lified her 
head from a clump of fern and watched as Gertie broke a dog- 
wood switch, brittle with the cold. Then, as if she were thinking, 
‘The night is* cold and corn and fodder are better than fern,’ Lizzie 
turned straight about and went swiftly home. 

Gertie smiled as she neared the barn, and heard Cassie’s calling, 
“Good night, sun, good night. I’ll see you in th mernen. Sleep 
warm, sun.” 

Supper without Clovis seemed more natural than dinner and break- 
fast. Bad roads, Hat tyres, and long trips had often made him full 
dark, coming home, so that the bigger children often ate supper 
before he got in and the little ones were sometimes asleep. The 
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hominy-making, the gathering of walnuts, and their other regular 
chores in the clear sharp weather had given them all good appetites. 
Gertie, sitting at the foot of the table with a lard bucket of sweet milk 
on one side of her, buttermilk on the other, a great platter of hot 
smoking cornbread in front, and other bowls and platters within easy 
reach, was kept busy filing glasses with milk, buttering bread, and 
dishing out the new hominy fried in lard and seasoned with sweet 
milk and black pepper. It was good with the shuck beans, baked 
sweet potatoes, cucumber pickles, and green tomato ketchup. Gertie 
served it up with pride, for everything, even the meal in the bread, 
was a product of her farming. 

They were just finishing up on molasses and honey when Clyde let 
out a disgusted cry and sprang away from the table so hastily that her 
split-bottomed chair tipped backward. Cassie, standing between 
Clytie and Gertie, put her hand over her mouth and looked guiltily at 
her mother, while angry Clytie cried as she ran for the dish-rag, 
‘Cassie, you're th gommeniest youngen; alius a-spillcn things. 
You’re half pig.” 

Gertie sighed and pushed the spreading pool of milk along the oil- 
cloth with her knife blade so that it might run to the lloor and Gyp 
get the benclit of it. Enoch quarrelled, “You'd slap me. Mom, if 1 all 
th time went around pouren out stulf.” 

“You’re bigger than her,” Gertie said, and to them .all, “Quit 
measuren your own corn in somebody clse's basket.” She looked at 
Cassie, turning away from the table to hide the tears spilling over her 
cheeks. “Hush your cryen, honey. Don’t you want some bread an 
butter an jam? Recollect them wild strawberries we all picked back 
last spring? Well, I’ve got some a that jam open; sugar-sweetened it 
is, too.” She went for the jar she had opened for Clovis. Since he had 
not touched it, she had put it back in the press, thinking to save it, 
maybe, for some Sunday morning when they were out of Hour, w'ith 
nothing much but cornbread and molasses and butter lO cat. 

The other children fell on the little jar of jam and emptiLU it in a 
moment. Only Clytie lingered daintily over the sandv.ich she had 
made for herself; Cassie’s bread and jam that Gertie had fixed and 
urged upon her lay on her plate, untouched except for one corner 
scalloped with the marks of her small teeth. Gertie, clearing the 
table, called Cassie to come finish it. I nstcad of an answer there came 
from the main room, through the hubbub of the other children, 
Ca.ssie’s voice and low, elfish laughter: “They've took your man to th 
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wars, Miz Callie Lou, clean acrost th waters, but they’ll send him 
back to you. Alius recollect, Miz Callie Lou, they’ll send him back to 
you — nailed down in a box with nickels on his eyes he’ll mebbe be, 
but they’ll send him back to you. So don’t be a-blubberen and a- 
carryen on, Miz Callie Lou.” 

Clytic, not listening to Cassie, was crying, “Mom, Mom, you’re a- 
goen to make the lamp explode, a-holden it sidewise thataway.” 

Gertie hastily set the lamp she had jerked up back on to the table, 
and quickly turned away, afraid Clytic would notice the flusterment 
in her eyes. “Now, Cassie, you’ve been a-listenen to yer old rattle- 
longued Aunt Sue Annie,” she called, raising her voice in mock 
sharpness. “You’ll be a-scaren Callie Lou. Git in here, an hope 
Clyde with th dishes. You know how yer pop hates to come home to 
a dirty kitchen. An,” she went on, looking about for the others, 
“don’t any a you youngens be a-gitten dunderheaded an sleepy now. 
We’re a-goen to have some studyen soon’s th kitchen’s readied an we 
can have the lamp in th middle room. Reuben, you build up th fire 
in th heaten stove. No matter how late it is, we don’t want yer pop 
gitten back to a cold house. ’ 

Tt was in the barn, where she had gone, as was her custom each 
night after supper, to take the supper slop to the fattening hog and 
make certain that all was well for the night, that Gertie stopped in 
the midst of scolding the pig for wasting his slop to say, “I’ll buy 
another lamp with th egg money this week.” She pondered, smiling a 
little at the pig, who looked at her and batted his long-lashed eyes. 
“Two lamps’till mebbe seem kind a wasteful, but when th nights is 
long th youngens, specially <^hat Cassie, kinda needs em.” 

She stood a moment in the barn hall, listening. The steady cVmk, 
clink of a bell told her that Lizzie was chewing her cud. She heard 
Dock move in his standing sleep; a hen dreamed, talking; and she 
came away, sighing a little as she wished for sheep. The Tipton Place 
would be good for sheep, and she would get a start when the money 
started coming in from the Army. She stopped as she crossed the barn 
lane, and, though she told herself that Clovis wouldn't be home until 
maybe the half-light, she listened until even her body, toughened to 
all weathers, felt the cold. 

Back at the house she heard, as she opened the kitchen door, 
Enoch’s soft but precise voice briskly sounding words from an old 
reader Mrs. Hull had loaned them a few days ago: “ ’the policeman 
held up his hand. The children ’ ” 
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Silence, then Clytie, her voice dressed up as if it had put on Sunday 
clothes as shfe tried to sound like the young teacher they’d had down 
from Lexington for two months in the summer before the city school 
in which she was a regular teacher had opened: “Surely, Enoch, you 
know that word — a little common word like that?” More silence. 
“Well, it’s ‘smiled’. Now look at it so’s you'll recollect it.” 

“I can recollect th big words a heap sight easier than the little 
ones,” Enoch said before reading again. 

She heard Reuben’s pencil on her old slate, and smiled. Her 
mother had laughed at it, for even when Gertie was little slates had 
been out of style. But her father had ordered it from Montgomery 
Ward, saying a slate was a good thing, since a teacher could by 
listening know if his scholars were working. 

Gertie brought in the red cedar churn of cream, clabbered now', 
and Clytie looked up with her finger under a w'ord. “Mom, you 
oughta switch Cassie. We could have a real good school if it warn’t 
fer her. She w on't try to read her primer. Look at her.” 

And, sure enough, Cassie lay on the sheepskin, one elbow on her 
neglected primer while she explored Gyp’s mouth, her lingers feeling 
his teeth, even the ones far back, while he obligingly held his mouth 
open, smiling on her. He would have clamped his teeth hard on a 
hand of any of the others could they have managed to get so much as 
a finger into his mouth, but for Cassie, whether wandering through 
the woods or lolling in the house, he was ever a patient, smiling 
friend, even when she put her bonnet on his head and called him 
Callie Lou’s granma. 

“Listen, Cassie,” Gertie said. “You want to grow up ignerent as 
old Gyp? Now' leave him be an git busy with that primer.” 

Cassie understood her mother’s voice and smiled up at her through 
her long black lashes. Gertie thought of some bright-eyed wild 
woods bird giving her an instant’s notice before it llitted away. 
“Gyp?” Cassie asked, giggling. “Where’s Gyp? '1 his is a lion. He’s 
about to choke to death on gingerbread. He cats it too fast, like 
Amos, an he’s been a-choken an I been a-hopen him.” 

“You’re all mixed up,” Clytie put in with some tartness. “Th lion 
I’ve been a-rcaden to you uns about in that old language book had a 
thorn in his paw.” 

“My lion,” said Cassie, “is choked on gingerbread.” 

“Cassie, you’re th biggest idjet. I’ll bet Pop, if he wanted to, 
could draw coffee on you,” Clytie said all in a breath, then, realising 
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what she had said, looked at Gertie with shamed eyes that asked 
forgiveness. 

Gertie sighed, but only said, “ ‘He that calleth his brother a fool is 
in danger of hell fire.’ ” She turned to Cassie. “Come, read in yer 
primer now. I’ll teach you while I churn.’’ 

Cassie walked to her mother’s chair, slowly, as if some great pain 
awaited her there. The mingled look of shame and guilt and puzzle- 
ment that always came when she wrestled with the primer changed 
her at once into a timid creature who seemed no kin to the Cassie of a 
moment ago. 

Gertie turned away from the churn, put one arm about Cassie’s 
waist, pulled her against her knee, and after smoothing her hair out of 
her eyes opened the book to the first untorn page. She put a finger 
under the first word as a signal to begin. Cassie bent very close to the 
book, then twisted backward against her mother’s arm, peering 
fixedly at the word while Gertie warned, “Don’t git so far away, 
honey; you cain’t see,” but already Cassie was singsonging: 

‘“Here, Bobby. You can play. You can play with my kitten. 
Look, Bobby, look,’ ’’ She turned the page, looked at the picture, 
then went on with no pause for breath, faster and faster, “ ‘Come 
here, Bobby. Come here and see. You can see my kitten. You can 
play with my kitten. I can play with you.’ ’’ 

“That’ll do,” Gertie said. “Now what’s this word?” and she put 
her finger under ‘play’. 

Cassie frowned, bent forward and studied the word, then pulled 
backward still looking at it. “Ball?” she asked, in a low voice, 
studying Gertie’s face more ♦’’.an the word. 

Enoch giggled, and even Reuben’s slate was silent while he 
listened. Gertie sighed. “Oh, honey, you’ve got yer whole primer by 
heart. It’s ‘play’ ; now look at it good till you can recollect it. Now, 
what’s this word?” 

Cassie wliispercd rapidly to herself, then said in her hesitant, 
questioning voice, “Come?” 

“That’s right,” Gertie said, pulling her closer. “You’re a-goen to 
learn to read good, real good.” And she went on, pointing to words. 
Sometimes, after looking at the picture and whispering to herself, 
Cassie gave the right answer, but more often she did not. Gertie grew 
more and more conscious of Enoch’s jeering giggles, Reuben’s dis- 
approving silence, and Clytic’s brisk attempts at helping. “Mom, 
mebbe if you tried that sample primer thet teacher give us ” 
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“We’re gitten along fine,” Gertie said. But when the child looked 
up at her there was such shame and sorrow in her face that Gertie 
closed the book. She pulled the churn between her knees, smiling 
meanwhile at Cassie. “You’ll learn, honey; you’re kindly little yit; 
jist five a-goen on six, an you ain’t had no schoolen, but you’re a-doen 
fine an ” 

“But, Mom, you learned me fore I ever went to senool,” Enoch 
interrupted. 

“If’n you say another word. I’ll git yer daddy’s razor strop,” 
Gertie said, and gave tlic dasher such a hard, quick lick that clabber 
squirted out the top. 

The children stared at licr. Their mother almost never threatened 
a whipping, and wlicn she did she usually gave it. She took Cassie’s 
hand and felt the cold sv.eat on the palm; trying too hard she was, 
trying harder than any of the others; she would from now on teach 
her when the rest were not around. Gertie said quickly, “Cassie can 
count good; bettcr'n any a you at her age — clean to a hundred. 
Show em, Cassie.” 

But Cassie did not begin her usual gay tripping off of numbers. 
Instead she looked at her mother, and she was the wise one now', 
teaching the foolish. “Mom — didn’t you know you cain’t take loop’s 
razor strop to Enoch? It ain’t there no more. This mornen Callie 
Lou — she was a-acten up so, a-jerken my little youngens out a their 
beds an a-playen in th fire an a-carryen on so, th meanest I ever did 
sec her, so’s I tuck her to show her th razor strop. ‘I'ccl it,’ 1 says. 
‘It’ll hurt on yer backsides,’ I says. An, Mom, it warn’t there. Pop, 
he’s tuck it clean away.” 

“Yer pop’ull be in about midnight; he aint ” Gertie dropped 

the lifted churn dasher, pushed back her chair, picked up the lamp, 
and turned towards the kitchen. It seemed a long way from the chair 
by the stove to the kitchen wall behind the wash-bench; the circle of 
lamplight moved with her, black shadows melting in front, black 
shadows closing behind. The silent children followed Gose at her 
heels in a tight little huddle, as if the lamplight were a warm thing 
that could shield them from the coldness of the shadows. 

She walked close to the wash shelf without stopping, holding the 
lamp so close to the wall she could sec the faint stripe of darker pink 
where the razor strop had hung for almost a year while the rest of the 
once red paper faded still more. She bent and rubbed the brighter 
strip, her hands more than her eyes forcing her brain to believe the 
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emptiness. Clytie was crying behind her in accusing sobs, “You’d 
ought to a told us, Mom, an a got us all up to a told him good-bye.” 

Amos looked at his sister and cried from sympathy. Enoch 
sniffed, but he sounded happy, satisfied, when he said, “Pop’s gone 
off to war — none a Ih youngens around cain’t make their brags to 
me no more, an say, ‘Ycr pop he ain’t a-helpen with th war.’ ” Then 
he, like Clytie, began to sob accusingly, “Mom, you’d ought to a told 
us; wc might never see him agin no more.” 

Reuben caught his younger brother by his overall suspenders, and 
shook him until the twigs and dust and weed seeds flew out of his 
turned-up trouser legs: “Don’t be a-talken that away — don't!" And 
his voice rose, shrilling, until his last ‘don’t’ was more wailing cry 
than command. 

“You’re a-hurten him,” Clytie said, catching Reuben’s arm, then 
looked up at her mother’s broad, unmoving back, and spoke to it as 
she said, “But Enoch, honey, they’s no use to carry on so. Per all we 
know, th war ain’t a-wanten Pop — leastways not right away — he’s 
gitten kind a old. Mcbbe he’s gone to work awhile in one a them 
factories.” 

Gertie whirled with such a quick, fighting swerve of her big body 
that the forgotten lamp in her hand sputtered, the flame hissing down 
to a dark blue line so that her voice cried from a darkness, “He’d be 
better off in th war than in one a them factories!” 


CHAPTER SIX 

Gertie passed the empty schoolhouse on its high legs by the 
road. The yellow daisies Cassie and the other little ones had made 
back in the summer during the two months of school they'd had still 
clung to th(f window-panes, but the petals were faded, unglued, and 
curling aw^y from the glass. Forever Saturday the school was now. 
The coal the county board of education had paid Clovis to haul lay 
untouched in the yard. 

She gave a backward glance to make certain Cassie was following, 
then walked on. It was the first time she had walked the gravelled 
road since the day she had gone to her mother’s. Though early and a 
weekday morning, the road seemed even stiller now. Sometimes she 
saw the sign of the mail mule, and twice she saw a rabbit, motionless 
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in the road, looking at her with more curiosity than fear. Once a 
squirrel quarrelled at her from a young hickory. “Sass, sass,” she 
said. “You think ’cause th men’s all gone they ain’t nobody left to 
hunt. But ole Gertie can shoot, an so can Reuben.’’ 

The squirrel sprang away, and Henley for a moment came up from 
the back of her mind, thinning out tlie troubled wonder on Clovis. 
Tuesday now, and he gone since Thursday a week ago, and never a 
word. She was for an instant dead still, as if the death of her brother 
and the absence of her husband made a wall she could not pass. In 
spite of her plans for the Tipton Place, the days had dragged. The 
bigger children almost never worried aloud, but looked too often 
down the lane. Nights, as they sat studying, she saw too often the 
lifted head, the listening eye, wlien the far-away sound of a train or 
an aeroplane brought the hope, at least for a moment, that it was 
the sound of their father’s coal truck coming home. 

Cassie came calling behind her, “Where’s all th coal trucks, 
Mom?” 

“Them that drove th trucks has gone away.” 

“Why?” 

“It got harder an harder to git tyres an gas, an anyhow, even your 
daddy — he was th last trucker left — found plenty a people wanten 
coal, but he couldn’t hardly git a load to haul.” 

“Why?” Cassie persisted, running backwards ahead of her down 
the road. 

Gertie gave a weary hcadshakc. “They took a heap a th miners to 
th Army, an some, like th Tiller men, went olf fer th big money, an 
then them few that was left was like the truckers: they couldn’t git 
blasten powder an hardly nothen they needed to w ork with. I reckon 

they figgercd that th mines, like the farms, was too little to ” 

She realised that Cassie had disappeared into a pine thicket by the 
side of the road. 

She walked on, and soon came opposite Lister Tucker’s liouse, 
where the yard gate lay fallen across the stepping-stones tnat Lifter's 
father had put there before Lister was born. The frost-blackened, 
wind-beaten morning-glory vines still clung to the strings Lister’s 
wife had tacked to the porch last spring, before Lister g;avc up truck- 
ing because he couldn’t get tyres for his truck. He and all his family 
had gone to Hampton Roads, Virginia. 

Jaw Buster Miller’s house was just over the next rise, but farther 
back from the road. It was a nicc-Iooking house, with new paint and 
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lots of windows, for Jaw Buster had long made steady money on the 
railroad section gang. But now the uncurtained windows shone 
blindly in the sun like the unseeing eyes of the dead, all save one, and 
it was broken. Some youngen had done that; she paused, wondering 
if it could have been one of her own. Her own and the Hull children 
were about the only ones left big enough to throw roeks. Jaw 
Buster’s family had soon followed him when he left the section gang 
for bigger money in a steel mill at Gary, Indiana. 

She stopped and shifted the basket of eggs to her other arm when 
just ahead she saw Samuel Hull’s store and post olTicc. She stared at 
the building for some minutes, frowning, her lips moving. She 
walked again, still frowning in thought, but whispering hoarsely now, 
“Miz Hull, I don’t recken you’ve beared enything about Clovis.” 
Her frown deepened. That didn’t sound right, not to Mrs. Hull, with 
her eightecn-ycar-old son across the ocean and her husband gone to 
war-work. 

She reached the turning in of the lane, and saw with relief that she 
wouldn’t have to ask Mrs. Hull to quit her work and come to the 
store. The store door was open, and sleeping in the sun by the store 
porch was a high-shouldered, sway-backed mule hitched to a home- 
made sledge. The old mule never lifted his head nor left off his dozing 
when she walked up, but she nodded to him as to a neighbour; and 
to the thin spotted hound with the torn left ear curled asleep in the 
sledge she spoke, her voice apologetic, touched with sorrow, “I 
beared you two nights ago. Sugar Bell, but I couldn’t come. No- 
body’s left to come now to th foxes you hole.” 

The old hound lifted his head, and looked at her with rheumy, 
sleep-dulled eyes. She smiled at him, then hurried up the porch steps. 
The small-windowed store and post office seemed dark as a cave after 
the bright sunlight, and for an instant she could see nothing, only 
hear the twittering voice of her mother-in-law, “Thank goodness, 
it’s Celtic.”* 

Then Mrs. Hull’s pleased welcome, “You’ve come right when you 
was needed th most.” 

The blackness cleared, and Gertie saw the two women, side by 
side, on a home-made bench by the stove, smiling up at her, but weary, 
troubled under the smiles. Clovis’s mother, whom Gertie, like every- 
one else in the settlement, called Aunt Kate, seemed smaller, thinner, 
with whiter hair and browner skin than Gertie could remember. 
When she reached to pull a cockle-burr off Gertie’s coat-tail, the 
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hand seemed some little brittle thing whittled from brown wood, 
but there was life and kindliness in her voice as she asked: 

“You all well, Gertie? How’s Cassie Marie? She didn’t come with 
t’others that Sunday about a week ago. Amos was a-lookcn good. I 
was plum ashamed I never did git out to see him, but I cain’t alius be 
a-beggen olT one a Miz flull’s girls to stay with th old man.” 

“Law, Aunt Kate, Amos was might nigh well when I brimg him 
home. It was mighty good a you to come an stay with th youngens 
while I had him at th doctor’s,” Gertie said, remembering all the 
times she had thanked Aunt Kale for help in time of trouble. At all 
the bornings of her children, it had been Aunt Kate who came in- 
stead of her mother. The children had all had whooping-cough when 
Amos was a baby hardly six months old. Her mother had been too 
puny to come, but Aunt Kate had helped her through the nights with 
the choking little ones and the vomiting older children. But then, as 
now, there had been only stumbling words of gratitude, never the 
right words. She smiled on the older woman and wished for words, 
something easy and careless for asking about Clovis. She didn’t want 
to add to Aunt Kate’s worries; troubled enough she was now with 
three other boys gone, and the baby one, Jesse, missing for six months. 

She was still hunting words when Aunt Kate, restless-tongucd like 
her sister Sue Annie, asked, “^'our mother holden up pretty good?” 

Gertie nodded. The childhood hope that her mother could live like 
other people instead of just 'holding up’ had long since died to a wish. 

“I beared Clovis didn't come back frum his Army c.xamination,” 
Aunt Kale said, getting up. “That Sunday I kinda thought he acted 
like it was good-bye, th way he set around w ith the old man. You got 
any notion if’n he’s went straight into th Army cr to one a them 
factories?” 

Gertie shook her head. “I'll shorely h.ear in this cvenin’s mail. 
It’s better’n a week now.” She tried to hold her voice level and 
let it show nothing of the terror that had ridden her' most -^f the 
time since last mail day, when she had decided that* something 
bad must have happened to Clovis. Almost as hard to bear as 
the fear were the shame and vexation that ctime on her now with 
the calmly waiting women when her mind decided, that nothing 
was WTong with Clovis except tlitil he just hadn’t bothered to 
write, 

“A week ain’t hardly long enough to hear,” Aunt Ktite was saying, 
“It'll be five weeks an two days since J beared frum Barney. An then 
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it was one a them funny little letters a body cain’t hardly read, like th 
last I had frum Jesse.” 

“You’ll be a-hearen — a-hearcn real soon,” Mrs. Hull said, getting 
up, smiling at the older woman, wiio now, like a restless bird, had 
flitted to the door, “An anyhow, we’ve got one piece a luck — Gertie 
can help us load this sledge.” 

Gertie set the basket of eggs on the counter. She turned round 
and for the first time noticed, halfway between the stove and the back 
of the room, a sack of cow feed. The guy pattern of purple flowers 
and red-billcd parrots of its covering seemed a thing from some gayer 
world, dropped by accident into the old store with its home-made 
shelves and counters and smoky-brown plank walls. There was 
something contrary about its plump brightness stretched on the floor 
between the two weak-backed women, neither of whom had ever 
been any good at lifting, and Mrs. Hull with a baby hardly six weeks 
old. 

“I’ve got to learn to manage this store ’thout a man,” Mrs. Hull 
said. “I keep a-thinken a man'ull come along when I know they’s no 
man to come,” and she watched with something like envy as Gertie 
picked up the hundred-pound sack of feed, and tossed it lightly to her 
shoulder. 

Gertie smiled. “1 recken I'll have to be th man in this settlement. 
Aunt Kate, you'd ought to ha sent fer me cr Reuben to sit up this 
feed.” 

“Law, 1 can manage,” Aunt Kate said, gathering up the reins. 
“We’ve still got plenty a coal Clovis hauled us, and ever time Reuben 
comes he cuts more stove-v ood. 1 been so addled, I never noticed I 
was runnen out a cow feed. An scan as it was a pretty day, I thought 
a little walk ud do Jerry good; he’s stood around so long he’s gitten 
stiff.” 

She turned to the hound, who had climbed out of the sledge when 
Gertie threw* in the sack of feed, “You can git back in now, Sugar 
Bell. All at once seems like he’s got old, and he won’t hardly eat 
nothen. Any kind a little hunt runs him down fer three er four days 
till he cain’t do nothen but sleep. I biled us all up a hen t’other day, 
an he didn’t eat no morc’n th old man. Jessc’ull be a-thinken 1 didn’t 
lake good care a him like I said 1 would. If’n you git any lard, Mary, 
recollect to save me some — butter shortenin in th biscuit bread is a- 
killcn th old man. Gertie, I hate to run otT like this, but if th house 
was to burn down th old man couldn’t hope hissef.” She saw Cassie 
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with Gyp at her heels skipping down the lane and waving a bunch of 
red dogwood berries. “Let her go with me, Gertie, she’ll be a sight a 
company.” 

Gertie hesitated. She seldom let Cassie go visiting alone; for ever 
spilling things, falling down, wandering olT into the woods, talking 
to herself and confusing her deaf old grandfather, she might be more 
trouble than company. But while she hesitated. Aunt Kate had 
stopped the sledge, Cassie had jumped in, and was now commanding 
Gyp to come ride witli Sugar Bell. There was nothing for Gertie to 
do but remind Cassie to be a good girl and help her granma, and call 
to Aunt Kate not to make another trip for the mail. She would bring 
it and get Cassie. “Recollect,” Mrs. Hull called, “it’ll be late; Uncle 
Ansel is a-riden his mule.” 

The mule had started again, and Kate followed, giving no sign that 
she had heard. “I wisht she’d set on that sledge an ride,” Gertie said. 

“She cain’t hardly set still a minnit,” Mrs. Hull said. “She keeps a- 
thinken she’ll hear fruin Jesse; she won’t give in to belicven that 

missen in action so long could mean ” Remembering Gertie’s 

uncounted eggs, she turned back towards the door of the store. 

Gertie followed, then stopped in the doorway. “My traden can 
wait till mail time. I come . . .” One finger popped and then 
another before she could bring out the words. “To tell you th truth, 
I jist got so fidgety wonderen on Clovis I jist started out; I thought 
mebbe you. Aunt Kate, somebody — knowed ” 

“It’s th first few days that is th worst,” Mrs. Hull said. “About all 
a body can do is keep real busy.” 

“That’s one a my troubles right now,” Gertie said. “I’m pretty 
well caught up on the autumn work — an renten a place ain’t like 
haven one a yer own to work on.” She looked at a small patch of 
ground that bordered the lane, a dead-looking spot that seemed 
mostly weeds. “Miz Hull, couldn’t 1 dig yer taters? I’d ruthcr be 
a-doen somethen than visiten — er plain waiten.” 

Mrs. Hull looked at the little field, started to say something, but 
choked. Gertie remembered that Andy, her oldest child, had planted 
the potatoes, taking time out from high school in March — in May he 
had graduated— and now in early November he was on the other side 
of the world. “Where’s a spaden fork?” she asked, more and more 
ashamed of her own weak ways when her turn at waiting came; and 
when Mrs. Hull hesitated she insisted, “Back in th old days everbody 
hoped th preachers do their work, an it ud be a sin to let cm rot.” 
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“But you must let me pay you,” Mrs. Hull said. “Samuel’s not a 
preacher — now. He’s left God’s work fer Oak Ridge.” She shivered. 
“Whatever it is.” 

“I recken he thought it was his patriotic duty,” Gertie said, as she 
went with Mrs. Hull for the spading fork. She didn’t like the accusing 
way the woman spoke of Samuel, for he among all the preachers she 
had known seemed closest to God. He worked with his hands like 
Jesus, but, better yet, she’d never heard him try to scare the souls of 
the people loose and herd them up to God like driving stampeded 
sheep into a locked barn. 

She thought sometimes on Samuel and the other ones away as she 
worked, sending the prongs of the spading fork slowly down with her 
foot, then pushing gently backwards with one hand on the handle so 
that the hill of potatoes came up with the earth, unscarred and whole. 
The shadows of the little mounds of earth she made, shortened, 
turned more northward, but lay a little westward still when Mrs. Hull 
called her to the good and bounteous dinner she and Rachel, the 
oldest girl, had cooked. 

She and Mrs. Hull and the seven little Hulls of eating size sat about 
the long oilcloth-covered table in the kitchen, while the baby slept in a 
back bedroom, and the radio played softly in the front room. They 
ate with little talk. Mrs. Hull was absent-minded, passing Gertie the 
fried fresh ham twice, and never the potatoes at all. Once she went 
to see about the baby, she said, but she must have looked at the clock 
in the front room, for when she sat down again she said, “I alius 
hoped they’d never take Clovis. He could a kept that old mail car a- 
runncn. When Uncle Ansel i ides his mule seems like mail-day waiten 
lasts ferevcr.” 

“Where’s Andy?” Gertie asked, and hoped her voice would sound 
the way she would have it sound — easy and off-like, as if he were 
away visiting; not low and sad the way her mother had always wanted 
people to ask* about her health. 

“His letters come through New York, an frum ih way they sound 
we think he’s in France,” Mrs. Hull answered. She had learned to 
manage her voice; “France” to the listening children might have been 
a neighbour’s place over the hill. 

Gertie shook her head to Mrs. Hull's after-dinner urging that she 
sit awhile and listen to the news broadcast that came at twelve o’clock. 
Mrs. Hull’s house, like her mother’s and most houses, smothered her. 

It was good to be alone back in the potato patch. But the sun had 
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hardly started down the sky before she heard a woman’s voice and 
children’s chatter in the lane. She looked up to see Mamie Childers 
with a baby on one arm, a split basket of eggs in her other hand, the 
basket dragged down by a cliild hardly of good walking size, whim- 
pering and stumbling as it hung on to the handle. Some distance 
behind ciunc her oldest, no older than Amos, but big enough to carry 
the empty coal-oil can. 

Mamie saw Gertie, started to wave, but remembered she had no 
hand free, and came on so fast the toddler let go the basket and stood 
wailing in the road, “i las tli mail got in yit?” Mamie asked, gasping, 
putting the basket of eggs on the ground, and letting her tired body 
sag against the fence. She didn’t live much more than a mile away, 
but it was an uphill climb with such a dragging load. 

“Uncle Ansel had to ride his mule,” Gertie explained. “It’ll 
mebbe be on th other side a sundown ’fore he gits in.” 

“Oh,” Mamie said, and then again, “Oh.” Gertie thought she was 
going to cry when she said, her voice still breathless, “I cain’t be dark 
a-gittin back home.” She asked quickly, as if tifraid of the answer, 
“Is th ole mail car so tore up Clovis cain’t fix it?” 

“Clovis is gone,” Gertie said, bending to dig anoth.er hill. 

“Lord, Lord,” Mamie said, her words a kind of troubled moaning. 
“What’ll I do when I run out a coal? 1 cain’t cut wood todo no good. 
An what’ll we uns do now if a youngen gits sick an nobody to lake it 
to th doctor?” 

“I luck mine on a mule,” Gertie said. 

“But you’ve got big youngens, big enough to leave by iheirselves at 
home,” Mamie said. She was leaning heavily against the fence, as if 
the learning of the goneness of Clovis, the last man, had been the last 
burden her tired body could bear; but her eyes, Gertie thought, 
looked more sick than tired. They were big and bright a^ the eyes of a 
child just coming out of a long spell of fever. 

“Whyn’t you go set with Miz 1 lull an listen to th radio? You look 
plum tuckered. We’ll all git along, somehow,” Gertie comforted. 

“Don’t tell me to go listen to no radio,” Mamie said. “Alec got 
me one afore he left. ‘It’ll be company,’ he says. But 1 hate th thing.” 

“They say tn war news ain’t so bad,” Gertie siiid. 

“Oh, it ain’t th news. An anyhow Alec ain’t in Germany where 
Hitler is. He’s in France, Miz Hull liggercd frum his letters.” Her 
voice dropped to a whisper. “It’s th people on th radio. I cain’t git 
used to em. 1 I'crgit.” She looked at Gertie, held her with her eyes. 
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“T’other night I was a-comen in frum milken — it was a-misten rain 
an already dusty dark in th valley — an I beared this woman a-talken 
in the house. She didn’t talk so quair-sounden like most a them on th 
radio does, an I thinks to myself, ‘Somebody’s come a-visiten, an 
they’ll mebbe stay all night.’ I broke into a run, a-spillen haf th milk, 
an was clean through th kitchen fore I recollected th radio, an 
knowed I was still by myself. Th youngens thought I was crazy when 
J cried. But it would ha been so good on that black rainy night to ha 
had some neighbour woman by fer company.’’ 

“Law, woman,’’ Gertie said, moving to the next hill, “you’ve got 
plenty a company — yer youngens. They’s a sight a company in jist a 
little baby. An yer stock — a good milk cow is a kinda friendly thing. 
An all snug down there in th valley with trees close, an that creek to 
hear, an then th radio.’’ 

Mamie shook her head with despair at Gertie’s lack of understand- 
ing. “But what if I got mistook agin when I beared people, real 
people, an 1 jist thought it was th radio, an it was somebody mean 
mebbe comen to kill me an th youngens?’’ 

“But, honey, they ain’t no men, nobody left in this whole country 
to hurt a body,’’ Gertie said, looking away from the woman's eyes, 
then back again, smiling. “But if’n it’ll make you feel any better. I’ll 
send Clytic down tomorrer evenin to stay th night. An when th 
weather turns bad, she can slay with yer little youngens long enough 
I'er you to come git yer mail.’’ 

Mamie had Hashed her a look of inexpressible gratitude, when a 
wail from down the lane caused her to turn her head, then cry, “Oh, 
Lordy, Lordy, I cain’t so much as talk fer these youngens.’’ She 
rushed to the two-year-old, who had fallen into a muddy rut in the 
road and now lay screaming, gommed from head to foot with mud 
and water. 

Gertie hurried with h.er digging. If sh.e wasted much more time in 
gabbing, she Vouldn't finish the patch by dark. But, as always, she 
paused a lAoment at the end of the row away from the house. 
Samuel's ridge fields were even higher than her rented ones. Standing 
on the edge of the field, she could sec across the valley of the Big 
South I'ork wiierc white-painted houses like Samuel’s and her 
mother’s shone on green lawns above brow nish fields of shocked corn 
that stretched down to the willow-fringed river. Higher than the 
houses rose the hay and pasture fields, still green from the rainy 
autumn. The fields w'cnt up the lower slopes of the front row of 
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hills to meet the timber near the top; and past this first row of 
timbered peaks aiid ridges others stretched away for miles and miles. 

She always hurried at the other end near the store where there was 
nothing to sec but the little Hulls beginning to do their night work. 
She heard through the open frontdoor the hum of Mrs. Hull's sewing- 
machine and one of the younger boys singing to the baby brother 
whom Andy, the oldest, had never seen; but louder than anything 
was Mamie's talk, a loud, excited, half-laughing, half-quarrelling 
talk, the noise of a woman with her tongue hungry for talk. 

More people aime down the lane: children running, women with 
babies in their arms walking tiredly, old women like Sue Annie, 
hurrying, with no wind left for gossiping. They would sec Iicr and 
forget the old greetings of other days like, “How’s your mother a- 
holden up, Gertie?” or, “Law, law, it’s been a time an a time since 
I’ve seen you. When are you a-comen to stay all day?” Inslcxid they 
all, young and old, asked with breathless abruptness, “Has th mail 
got in?” 

And she would shake her head and explain that old Ansel's car was 
broken down and that he rode iiis mule, and most likely wouldn’t be 
in till past sundown. They were usually stricken silent, and would 
stand for a moment in the lane, uncertain of what to do, but always 
more slowly and often wearily they would go on to Mrs. Hull’s house 
or the post-ollicc porcli. Some, hungry for talk like Mamie, continued 
to stand by the fence, but Gertie had worked her way almost across 
the little field, and the distance made conversations brief. Even Sue 
Annie could talk only a little after being stopped dead in her tracks by 
news of the lateness of the mail. “An here 1 am,” she cried across the 
field, “tuckered clean out from a-washen, rushed through dinner, an 
a-hurrycn up th hill — when I ought to ha been a-bulchercn my 
fatlencn hawg. An by lomorrcr mornen most like it’ll be warm agin 
an a-rainen, an Nellie Sexton a-haven her baby.” 

“Th wind’s set in frum th north,” Gertie called back. 

“But that won’t hold back Nellie’s baby,” Sue Annie efied. turning 
with a suspicious snilT towards the north. She tried to call out some 
opinion on ih.e weather, but between the quick walk up the hill and 
her calling conversation even she was too breathless to •speak loud 
enough for (Jcrtic to understand. Yet, some minutes later, when 
Gertie had dug to the end of the row next to the post ollice. Sue 
Annie, all her wind come back, wtis carrying on about Clovis. What 
if Uncle Ansel’s grist mill broke down and they had to cat boughten 
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meal? The government owed them at least one man who could fix 
anything and never got drunk. 

Gertie turned to the next row, glancing half liopefully, half fear- 
fully, down the lane as she did so. It was too early for old John, she 
told herself. He was no weak woman to come rushing for the mail 
before his day’s work was done. Still, she looked again before she 
was hardly to the middle of the row, but saw only Ann Liz Cramer, 
Claude Cramer’s wife, with the younger half of her family, come 
from across the Big South Fork. The woman waved to her; Gertie 
waved, then listened to Ann Liz’s laughing account of the wild time 
they’d had on the high, swift river in a little skilf overloaded with 
themselves and the eggs and molasses they had brought to sell. 

The Cramers, her mother said, were getting rich out of the war. 
None of the boys or Claude had enough book-learning to go to the 
fighting, but Claude and the four older children, one of them a girl, 
had factory jobs in Muncie and batched while Ann Liz and the 
younger ones farmed. Now there was hardly a mail but what 
brought a package of some linery or house plunder for Ann Liz. 

She thought on Ann Liz and her farming as she reached the far end 
of the row, where far below her a narrow band of shadow like a black 
line on the blue lake of the river told her more than a clock of the 
turning down of the day. Standing there looking out across the 
world, the war with all it brought and all it took away seemed some- 
where else, not near enough to shorten her breath and chill her hands 
as when she listened to Mamie or sat in Mrs. Hull’s crowded house. 
She had only to look up the creek from the shadow on the river to a 
place hidden in a fold of the hills, and all the twisting troubles would 
leave her. Sorrow there was for Henley dead and worry for Clovis 
gone, but even these could not take away the wonder of the thing 
waiting for her as the Promised Land had waited for the Israelites — 
the Tipton Place. Maybe in only a few minutes now it would be her 
own. 

The shadows crossed the river, touched the willows and the red 
birch on the other side, then strode steadily up the westward hillside. 
One by one the white houses seemed to slip under a thin blue cloak of 
smoke that thickened on the river, though, high above, the wooded 
hills stood warm-looking and faintly pink in the low, red sun. Black 
coal-smoke rose from the post-ollice chimney, and from inside there 
came the cries and jabbers of little youngens with snatches of talk 
from the women, still-sounding and scattered, like the talk of women 
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in church before services begin. Even the older children were touched' 
by the waiting. More than one would stop, the way her own acted 
now that their daddy was gone, be suddenly still in its work or play, 
head lifted, listening. Its face for an instant would be like the faces of 
the old women or the young ones with babies on their arms who came 
every moment or so to stand on the porch and look up the lane and 
listen. 

There was still sunlight enough to make shadows on the high ridges 
when old John came, walking slowly and stiffly. Gertie looked at 
him, eager yet afraid. Though people said he’d bought it just as a 
favour to Silas Tipton, who needed the money to move his family — 
what if he didn’t want to sell the place? She waited, calling to him 
with her eyes, but he never raised his head. He walked on down the 
lane with his eyes on the ground, but not like a man studying the 
ground. His shoulders and his bent, stringy neck bespoke a man so 
old and tired he looked at the ground because it was the easiest thing 
to do. 

He looked so old, she sighed as she turned back to the digging. He 
had four sons and three sons-in-law scattered over all the world in the 
fighting, and even his children not in the war were scattered. The 
spading-fork handle was sweaty under her hands. .Siie studied him as 
he turned up the post-office steps; he looked like he was in a selling 
humour. Her father always said he would never have sold his timber 
if he hadn’t had a bad spell of rheumatism and no child left to help 
him. 

She realised that while she had been gaping after John, her peace 
and silence had been destroyed. All the Hull children, helped, it 
seemed, by everybody else wailing for the mail, had come into the 
potato patch loaded with all the Hull tubs, baskets, buckets, and old 
gunny sacks, to gather tlm potatoes. She saw witli some sorrow that 
Aunt Kate and Cassie were among them. She started to .scold the old 
woman for wearing herself out with a useless trip to' the post ullice 
v/hen she could have taken the mail and got Cassie, but instead Aunt 
Kate scolded her for having done such a deal of digging. 

“Law, Aunt Kate,” she said, lifting her head, smiling, flinging back 
her hair. She realised old John was looking at her, and that in his 
eyes, dimming and blueing up with age, there was something of the 
warmth and gladness that had used to be his when he looked at a 
timbered hillside he had watched grow from saplings to tall timber. 
“Gertie, you’re about th best tatcr-diggen hand I’ve ever seen,” he 



95 


said. The warmness in his eyes widened, spread until his hollowed, 
grey-whiskered cheeks wrinkled with smiles. 

“Why, I bet I ain’t a bit better’n Mary was at my age, an she ain’t 
hardly half my size,’’ Gertie said. 

He glanced around to make certain no one noticed, took a long 
reflective rolling chew on his quid, then spat with careful precision at 
a little sandrock. He stepped nearer, glanced quickly around again, 
then said in a voice hoarse with his attempt at whispering, “Gertie, 
they’s a little piece a business me an you ought to go into right away.’’ 

She gripped the spading-fork handle, leaned on it heavily, and 
looked hard at the potatoes she had just dug. Her insides were all a- 
tremble, like some colt of a boy v/ho has just begged a girl into the' 
bushes but won’t let on how tickled to death he is and wants to make 
her think it’s all her doing. She moved to the next hill, pushed the 
spading fork down, and got herself in hand. “You mean you’re a- 
wanten me to move an kind a shamed tu say so. You needn’t be. 
That place ain’t fitten fer nothen. i’ll have to feed mighty close to 
make th little corn I’ve raised run me till picken time, an you know I 
ain’t hardly got no stock atall to feed.” 

“Now, Gertie, you know I ain’t a-trycn tu make you move. I’ve 
alius said you was one a th best renters 1 ever had.” He spat again 
and looked at her sideways from the corners of his eyes, smiling a 
little. “But if me an you could do a little traden, your renten days ud 
be over.” 

She dropped the weight of her hand on to the spading-fork handle 
and wondered tliat he could not hear the jumping of her heart. 
“Law, law, Uncle John, what th old preacher says is th truth, ‘To 
every thing there is a season and a time to every purpose under the 
heaven.’ Right now don’t seem like th time to talk about renten. 
Didn’t you know they’d got Clovis an I’m all tore up?” 

John spat with a gesture of disgust. “Now, Gertie, I know Clovis 
is gone an you’re his wedded wife, an you feel bad an miss him.” He 
glanced around again, made a still greater clTort to whisper, “But 
you ain’t no Mamie Childers lost on a little farm 'thout a man. Now, 
1 don’t mean a word a harm — an 1 like Clovis an I hoped they'd 
leave him. He's got a good turn, an when it comes to tinkeren they 
ain’t nothen on earth he can’t fix. But jist between you an me — an I 
mean no harm — when he was home he warn’t worth a continental to 
you in th crop-maken. His coal-haulen wasn't regular, an his tinkeren 
didn't bring in much. He loved it too well — he'd tear down 
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some feller’s old car and set it up agin an mebbe never git paid.” ' 

Gertie smiled at him. “Them Army wages comes in mighty steady. 

I won’t be a-haven to pray fer rain on some pore piece a corn on a 
sandy ridge top fit fer nothen but scrub pine. Why, I’m a-thinken 
about renten Lister Tucker’s house right by th road an never a- 
botheren with no crops. It’ll be handy to th school an the mail.” 

Old John smiled. He knew she was lying. “Now, Gertie, you 
know you couldn’t do ’thout maken a little crop a some kind. An as 
fer bein handy to th school, why everbody knows that schoolhouse’ull 
set there cold an empty till th war’s over.” He smiled again and 
patted her shoulder. “I recken you was a-thinken a renten Lister’s 
place while you was a-gocn over th old Tipton Place — I seen yer 
whittlen sign where you’d set by th spring an tried to figger how 
you’d git it frum me fer haf it’s price, a-knowen 1 never wanted it in 
th first place.” 

Gertie, completely mistress of herself now, tossed back her head 
and smiled, then bent to another potato hill, speaking careless-like to 
the spading-fork handle. “Law, Uncle John, I hadn’t hardly thought 
a thing about it. A woman’s got no business traden round without 
her man. But how much’ull you give me to take it off yer hands?” 

He smiled at her as she straightened for the next iiill. “Many’s th 
time, Gertie, I’ve wished you could ha been one a my own. You’re 
mighty nigh as good a hand at farmen as I am, an if I don’t watch out 
you’ll git th better a me in this trade.” He looked at her a moment in 
silence, his head twisting upwards a little, for she was taller than he. 
“Do you know why I’m a-doen this, Gertie, offeren you land fer th 
same price I paid fer it — somethen I ain’t never done? Fifty years 
ago I bought cut-over timberland fer fifty cents a acre, but I sold it fer 
more. Some uv it I’ve still got growed up in timber.” He remem- 
bered the sold timber, the cut trees, and he was for an instant an old 
man unable to steady his wandering mind. 

He looked away towards the hills, then back to Gertie. “It’s for yer 
ole pop. I seed him t’other day.” He hesitated, looking at her, and 
Gertie, no longer able to act uninterested, nodded as he went on. “I 
ain’t a-trycn tu meddle in yer business, but yer pop told me about th 
money they give you — enough, he thought, to buy th place, he said. 
He’d give his good leg to know you could alius be close by him — 
close enough that he could come set in your house sometimes.” 

He cleared his throat, and spoke carefully, as if his words were 
unsteady feet on slippery ice. “Yer pop ain’t had a easy life. It’s like 
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Sue Annie says — Henley was his boy, too, his onliest boy. So that 
place is yours, Gertie, fer what I paid — five hundred. Whatever you 
want to give me down; th rest on time with interest — half a cent less’n 
th bank, five and a half.” 

Gertie nodded, but it was a moment before she could speak, and 
then her voice came choking and halting: “1 can pay it — all. Uncle 

John. All these yers ” She thought she was going to cry. She 

stood a long time bent over a potato hill, unable to see the spading 
fork, the undug potatoes forgotten. It couldn’t be true. So many 
times she’d thought of that other woman, and now she was that 
woman: “She considereth a field and buyeth it; with the fruit of her 
own hands she planteth a vineyard”. A whole vineyard she didn’t 
need, only six vines maybe. So much to plant her own vines, set her 
own trees, and know that come thirty years from now she’d gather 
fruit from the trees and grapes from the vines. She hardly heard old 
John as he talked on about the price of land. He didn’t think land 
would ever get any cheaper. She was paying about eight dollars an 
acre with that good log house thrown in. Some would say that was 
high, the old ones remembering fifty cents an acre for cut-over land, 
but now there were more people but no more land. . . . 

She realised he had grown silent, and looked up. She saw that he 
stood with one hand behind his ear, listening towards the road. She 
looked about and saw that the women and children, who a moment 
ago had been talking, all were stilled; even Sue Annie was like a 
frozen woman. 

Gertie thought for an instant of a game the children played where 
on a signal everybody had to stop and hold himself exactly as he was. 
But hound dogs never played games, and now they stood, heads 
lifted, listening like cur dogs. She heard it then, the sound faint on 
some high spot on the ridge road far aw'ay. A strange car was coming 
in, not the grocery truck but a car. The only cars that came brought 
news. 

It seemed like something was choking her. She stood, the spading 
fork gripped in both hands. She wanted to go on with her work, dig 
another hill, but could not. Maybe it was some coal truck the govern- 
ment had left by mistake out hunting a load of coal. Unless a ipan 
were lost or hurt or killed in the war, they didn’t make a special trip 
to bring the news. She tried to reason, but icc-cold hands, stronger 
than any human hands could be, were squeezing her chest and back, 
pushing on her throat. 
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It wasn’t her turn. Clovis had been gone only ten days. Her turn 
had come with Henley. It wouldn’t come back. Turn by turn, she 
told herself. Still she listened, with her whole body, as the others 
listened, heads lifted, nostrils faintly flared for the thin wind. It was 
nothing, not a thing; they’d all been scared by a wandering aeroplane. 
Then Matthew, Samuel’s oldest boy at home, and twelve years old, 
who stood by the fence, called to the older and those farther down 
the field, “It’s a car — a good-runnen car that don’t make hardly no 
noise — a-comen thisaway.” 

Old John’s faded eyes searched the faces of those nearest him. He 
understood from them what was happening, though he had heard 
nothing. He straightened his shoulders, spat out his quid, buttoned 
his jumper, then stood, shoulders braced, hands hanging empty by his 
sides, and waited like an innocent man standing up to be sentenced in 
court. 

Gertie looked at him and remembered his four sons in the fighting; 
from him her glance went to Aunt Kate, who had been kneeling, 
emptying the potatoes the children brought in buckets and baskets 
into a tub. The old woman knelt with an unemptied bucket clutched 
in her hand, her head lifted, her eyes fixed on tlic road. In her ashy 
face the eyes were wide and bright, straining, fighting to know. They 
made Gertie think of Cassie's eyes when Cassic tried to read and 
could not. Her hands would be clammy cold like Cassie’s. Of which 
boy was she thinking? It was enough to know the news cars brought 
was never good. 

Gertie plunged the spading fork into the ground and went and took 
the old woman by the arm. “Let’s me an you go back to th store,’’ 
she said, and pulled her to her feet. Aunt Kate’s weight, dragging on 
her hand, seemed hardly more than that of Cassic, but her steps were 
uneven and springless. She was old, older than the old ought ever to 
have to be, old like her own father, and John and Clovis’s father, and 
all the other old ones with iheir young in the war. 

Gertie led her to the store porch where Mrs. Hull stood, looking 
down the lane as she rocked Mamie’s baby in her arms. Mrs. Hull’s 
ears were dead to the child’s crying, a weary, frightened weeping 
as if some of its mother’s long terror had entered into’ it before its 
horning. 

Gertie put Kate on one of the benches in front of the store stove. 
Mamie’s baby hushed its crying, and in the silence Gertie heard the 
car. It was round the bend by the schoolhousc, following the gravel 
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clean to the end, plainly hunting someone. She sat for an instant by 
old Kate, and though their bodies did not touch she could feel the old 
woman’s quivering through the bench. She got up. She wished she 
were back in the potato patch, digging hard and alone, able to look 
out towards the hills. “My help cometh from the hills.” 

She wanted to begin at the beginning and say it all to Kate, but 
when she looked at her she could not. The old woman’s unnaturally 
bright and somehow pleading eyes were fixed on the stove, holding to 
it as if the stove, and not the bench she gripped with a hand on either 
side a knee, held her up. “Couldn’t I git you a drink er somethin. 
Aunt Kate?” she asked at last. 

Kate shook her head with a slow quavering, but would not look 
away from the stove, “It ain’t turned off no place, has it?” 

“Not yit.” 

Old Sugar Bell, wandering in with other hounds and young 
children, came snilling out Kate and laid his head in her lap. He 
looked up at her, and the old woman seemed to take comfort from 
his touch, and began to smooth his forehead as if he were a troubled 
child. Gertie left them so, looking at each other, and went to stand on 
the porch with the rest of the company gathering there. 

The sound of the car came steadily now. In a moment Gertie saw 
the flash of metal in the low sun as the car came through a place in 
the ridge road where the pines were thin. liven Sue Annie and the 
frightened baby continued silent, listening, watching, waiting. All 
were like people huddled together in a wild storm, looking out, 
looking up, wondering what next the wind will take or the lightning 
strike. 

Old Lucy Anderson, with her five sons gone and her husband away 
with the mail, stood stilT and still on the top porch step like a wooden 
woman. Old John, his hat in his hand, his thin shoulder-blades like 
folded wings, under his buttoned-up jumper as he tried to stand 
straight witlj lifted head, waited on the bottom step in front of the 
women to take the message the car brought. He would talk to the 
strangers in the strange car, not because he was John Ballew', the 
richest man, the largest landholder in the voting precinct of three 
school districts, but because he was the man, the only man, among 
the company of women and children. 

The car came out of the pines and dow'ii the road between Samuel’s 
fenced fields. Sue Annie whispered, “It's th same one brung word a 
Henley an Jesse.” 
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Mrs. Hull, shivering like a woman very cold, whispered, “Sh-h, 
Kate’ull hear.” 

But a moment or so later, when the car turned down the lane. Sue 
Annie was whispering again, “It’s the same car, an I do believe it’s th 
same woman. She wore a kind a curlcdy coat made out a th hides a 
black lambs.” 

It seemed long enough for the sun to go down before the car came 
on and stopped in front of the porch steps. A fatlish woman with a 
high bosom, a Red Cross marker on one arm, and dressed in a coat of 
black lamb-hides as Sue Annie had said, opened the car door and got 
out, slowly, like a woman not much used to moving herself around. 
A youngish woman, bare-headed and bare-handed, continued to sit 
in the driver’s seat, turning her head a little to look at the children 
gathered in a tight huddle by the empty gasoline pump, but never 
lifting her glance to old John directly in front of her or to any of the 
company. Gertie, watching as the others watched, trying to read the 
faces, the hands, the way the fatlish woman walked around the car, 
thought the news they brought was bad, very bad, el.se the young one 
would open the car door and speak, or at least look up and smile. 

All eyes were fixed on the large black pocket-book the fattish 
woman held in her two hands, looking down at it, opening it as she 
walked. The message was in it, Gertie realised, and Gertie’s eyes 
were like all the other eyes, fi.xcd on the purse, twisting into it, 
searching out its secrets. 

The gold thing on the purse was unclasped at last, and the woman 
drew back the flap and looked in, but without taking anything out. 
She paused, her fingers fishing in the purse while she looked up at the 
people. John said, “Evenen, ma’m. You’ve brung us word?” 

He stopped, forgetful of his manners and of what he would say, as 
he, like all the others, tried to find the word in the broad face where a 
young girl’s big red-lipped mouth was painted on pndcr an old 
woman’s watery blue eyes. The face looked sober, cojiccrncu, but 
more than anything taken up with the awareness of the importance of 
its business. John, failing to find anything there, pried at the purse 
with his eyes, and like the others pried and tore harder, still with his 
glance when, after some rummaging, she brought out a yellow 
envelope. A little gasp went up from the crowd. A yellow envelope 
like that had come for Jesse back in dogwood-blooming time, and 
another for Henley a little after molasses-making time. 

No one moved forward. It was as if, by not stretching forth a hand 
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for it, the death or the pain of wounds or the lostness waiting there 
would pass by, and go into some other hand outstretched for it. 

The silence was so heavy while the woman looked at the name that 
Gertie heard cowbells in the Cow’s Horn across the river and far 
away, and behind her in the door Aunt Kate’s gasping, uneven 
breath. Then it was as if Aunt Kate, by making sound, had asked for 
the letter and taken it for herself, when the woman said, looking at 
John, “We have a message for Lorenzo Nevels. Is he here?” 

All the trembling and the weakness left Aunt Kate, and her eyes 
shone blindly wide and sick in her face, unseeing like eyes going 
through the dark. She stepped forward with outstretched hand, 
saying, “My man, he cain’t come. Give it to me.” 

She walked alone across the porch steps while Gertie hated herself; 
for whatever had happened to Kate’s own, something inside her 
snapped up and free like a young hickory, held down by a swinging 
boy, leaping free and rising straight, it wasn’t Clovis. The message 
would have come to her. In all the others, too, she thought there was 
this instant’s sinful secret leaping up of hearts, “Not mine. Not 
mine.” 

The bluish-white ring that had an instant before framed Lucy 
Anderson’s mouth was dissolved, and the redness spread like a fire 
over Mrs. Hull’s neck had faded. The stranger woman’s painted 
mouth was widening, spreading, as she held out the yellow envelope. 
Her voice was grudgingly kind as she said, “Last time 1 brought you 
bad news — and now I’m so glad to bring you good news, very good. 
Your mi.ssing son has been fou’.;d. He is a prisoner of war.” 

She handed Kate the yellow letter. Her bright voice went on and 
on — something about the Red Cross in Town and food packages and 
where to send them. 

Gertie caught the word, “Italy,” then forgot to listen, with her 
worry over Kaje. The old woman stood with the envelope in her 
hand, staring straight into the face of the other, but a body could tell 
that none of the strange woman’s words were sinking in, for Kate was 
like a woman made of starch caught in the rain, knees bending, 
shoulders humping. At last she settled slowly down on to the porch 
step, still holding the envelope, carefully, as if it had been some 
precious and fragile thing, while she kept her he;id lifted, listening 
still, like a child hearing words it cannot understand. 

The crowd listened less, but maybe understood more than Kate; 
at the words “good news”, breaths had gone out in a long, relieved 
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gasp; some, like Mrs. Hull and Lucy Anderson, were half crying, 
“Thank God, oh, thank God,” whild Sue Annie quarrelled in a shrill 
whisper, “Jesus God, what ails th fools a-wasten good gasoline to 
skeer th liven daylights out uv us all?” and reached in her apron 
pocket for a chew to moisten her dry mouth. 

The woman’s talk came at last to an end. There followed a silence 
that seemed to last a long while, then tlic woman was saying, some- 
what sharply, as if she had already said it once, “Are there any 
questions, Mrs. Nevels?” 

There was more silence, until Sue Annie whispered shrilly, “Kate, 
th woman’s asken you is they anything you want to know. Thank 
her fer her trouble.” 

Kate looked confusedly around, as if she’d never known she had a 
sister Sue Annie, then quickly back at the woman, as if wondering 
who she was and why she came. “No’m,” she said at last, and again, 
“No’m,” then added in polite, toneless words, “I thank ye kindly fer 
yer trouble.” 


CHAPTER SEVEN 

Aunt KATE had revived somewhat, but her glance was still 
bewildered as it wandered about the room, crowded now with the 
wearily waiting women, many with babies sleeping across their knees. 
Gradually the old woman’s eyes fixed themselves on a large map of 
the world that Mrs. Mull had got by sending fifty cents to somebody 
on the radio, and then hung from the nail that had u.scd to hold a fat 
roll of bologna. One could, by leaning across the empty meat 
counter, make out even the fine print on the map, and find where each 
man had gone. 

Aunt Kate after several glances at it, got up, and wijh a timid and 
uncertain air went to look into the map’s face. Her glance was 
confused and searching, as if she measured the face of some silent, 
suspicious-seeming stranger. 

Mrs. JIull took the lamp from the mail shelf and set it on the 
meat counter a little sidewise of the map so that Kate might see 
better. Gertie, like many of the other women, crowded round to look 
over Kate’s shoulder. She, unlike Kate and several of the older 
ones, could, without too much spelling and effort, make out a map, 
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that is, if it stood in a place known to her, like Samuel’s store here. 

As it hung on the wall now, north was somewhere in Heaven and 
south down in Hell, and east was opposite the morning star. She 
could, however, take the map in her mind and lay it on the floor, and 
then, remembering the north star, know in what direction each man 
had gone. She found many of the strange places the women men- 
tioned now. Some spoke fearfully in hoarse whispers, awed by their 
own inability to imagine clearly the mountains, the oceans, the vast 
stretches of Hat land, the time, and the weather that now lay between 
them and the man who only a little while ago had been no farther 
away than across the table. Others spoke casually, as they had used 
to speak of the next creek or hill, of the Aleutians, New York, Paris, 
Calcutta, Hampton Roads, Okinawa, Louisville, London, Cincinnati, 
Kelly Field, Oak Ridge. 

Though the map was quite new and a war map, the name Oak 
Ridge was not there. A strange place it was, Samuel had said, where 
people worked without know'ing w'hat they did, and never asked. 
The power lines there were so many and so big they seemed made to 
carry all the thunderbolts of Heaven. Lutic, Mrs. Hull's oldest girl, 
had made a little dot about where she thought Oak Ridge should be. 
This was the place closest home, though in these strange, troubled 
times the men in the factories and the training camps in the United 
States did not seem so far away. Even places straight across the 
ocean, like England and France, seemed close — after looking at 
India. 

Aunt Kate's Luke and John's Cles were there in the hot country 
where missionaries went. No one knew if they had ever seen each 
other. Still, it was good to know they were in the same country. They 
never seemed so all alone as Lucy Anderson's baby son who'd 
volunteered before the war, like Kate’s Jesse, to see the world. Lucy’s 
boy had been at Pearl Harbor, and then moved on with the fighting 
from island to’island. It was now more than three months since Aunt 
Lucy had heard, so that now she could only stare at tiny specks of 
islands far out in the Pacific and wonder. 

Gertie stared a long time at Italy, where Henley had been. She 
wanted to touch the place, but instead only whispered, “Italy”. Soft 
as the troubled word had been, Aunt Kate heard. She studied 
Gertie’s face as she had studied the map. “Italy, that's it. I been a- 
tryen an a-trycn to call it to mind.” 

She pondered, looking again at the map. “I hope it’s warm there,” 
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she said at last. She bent close to the map as if it were sky and she 
would read the weather. “Mebbe they won’t let him freeze to death 
like they done my Uncle Abner in th Civil War. They kept him two 
year at Chillicothe. He went in a well man an come out a skeleton 
with one foot gone, Granma used to tell me; and she said, he 
said ” 

“Things is different now,” Mrs. Hull interrupted quickly. “In this 
war th Italians an th Germans treat our boys good, real good, like we 
treat their prisoners here in this country.” 

Sue Annie nodded. “We’ve got the Red Cross now, Kate. Them 
Italians, they’ll keep Jesse warm an full a feed as a baby.” 

Even Gertie, who wondered what the Red Cross was, nodded 
knowingly when Aunt Kate’s eyes swept her fiice. “They’ll be good 
to him, real good.” 

But the old woman was studying the map again. “Clovis was a 
tellen me once he beared say er read they was moutains in Italy an 
rough wild country, mighty cold in th wintertime. An that th 
ground, what they was, was real steep an rocky an pore, not enough 
fer the people, an that they was alius hungry an ” 

Sue Annie sniffed loudly. “Lord, Kate, Clovis don’t know a thing. 
You’re fergitten everthing we learned in school together. Why, 
everbody knows it’s alius warm in Italy, an that mighty nigh all the 
land is flat an rich an black as river bottom. They never run out a 
hawg meat er corn bread, an butter, too, if’n a body wants it, an ” 

Several voices were interrupting, “That’s right, Kate, you’ve 
fergot yer book-learncn,” while Gertie, with the air of a disgusted 
woman, said, “Now, Aunt Kate, you know they ain’t a thing in 
Clovis’s head but tinkeren. Who does he think he is, a-tellen you all 
about Italy like he’d visited there?” 

Kate, who was staring at the map again, seemed not to have heard. 
She looked a time longer, her eyes questioning, wondering. She 
turned away at last with a weary hcadshake. “It makc^ me dizzy, th 
map,” she said, and sat down. Most of the others continued to look 
at the map, wondering, hunting, murmuring the strange, heathenish- 
sounding names. 

Gertie, taller than the rest, looked over their heads. Her troubled 
wonderings on Clovis were sharper now. Her ears, like the other ears, 
were constantly straining away from the consciousness of things 
around her to the road, though her reason told her that the mail 
mule’s shoes would, in their coming, make loo little sound for her to 
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hear above the murmur of talk in the store. Suddenly, however, she 
turned quickly away and slipped through the door and hurried to the 
top step at the end of the porch. 

She held her breath, leaned forward, listening. Disappointed, she 
was just turning away when she caught the faint sound she had 
thought she’d heard indoors — the clink of a mule’s shoe in the road. 
She clung to a porch post. Maybe soon, real soon, she could look at 
the map and find a spot for Clovis. But what if she didn’t hear? She 
looked up at the stars, washed in a keen light wind from the north. 
They hung above her, hard and cold and bright. She wished she 
could know that Clovis was somewhere looking up at the stars. But 
Clovis had never been a body to fool with the stars or the moon. 
Henley had never seemed so far away, for she could pick out a star 
and think he was maybe looking at it too. 

She heard the mule shoes again. Soon they sounded more loudly 
and more often on the gravel; then suddenly they were softer, as 
Uncle Ansel turned into the sandy lane. Others of the women and 
several restless, half-grown children had gradually followed Gertie on 
to the porch to listen. The listening silence was heavy as the un- 
certainty lasted a moment longer. The creak of saddle leather 
sounded clearly through the darkness. There came a little chorus of 
cries, less Joyous than in the old days, for at once the relief that the 
long wait was ended was dimmed by forebodings of disappointment 
or bad news. 

Women, hound dogs, and children — even the younger ones like 
Cassie, who had gone to sleep and were awakening now in startled 
wonder — all rushed on to the porch. 

Mrs. Hull pushed the door open wide and set the lamp on the mail 
window so that a broad band of lamplight fell across the porch. Old 
Ansel dismounted from the tired, head-hanging mule, and with many 
hands to help him took the worn leather bags from behind the saddle 
and handed titem to Mrs. Hull. There were also two bulging canvas 
bags of packages and papers, but few glanced at these, and no one 
save Gertie waited while Uncle Ansel undid the fastenings. The rest 
followed Mrs. Hull with the thin bags of letters. 

Gertie, when she had carried the package sacks to the mail 
counter, came back to stand on the porch where she could hear the 
calling of the names through the open door, and at the same time see 
the stars and breathe good clean air. Already Mrs. Hull’s clean store 
had begun to smell of overly warm hound-dog hide, wet-bottomed 
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babies, and trouble — the smell of worried women sweating out the 
wait for the mail. 

Inside, it was so still while Mrs. Hull opened the mail sacks that 
Gertie heard a hound dog snuffling in its sleep. It dreamed of 
hunting. If she didn’t hear would she dream of Clovis? She had 
dreamed of Henley; but the dream-seeing was all the sight she’d ever 
have of Henley. It wouldn’t be that way with Clovis. She could hear 
the crinking of the coal stove and the shuffling of the letters as Mrs. 
Hull laid them by handfuls on the counter. 

Then, different from the old days when letters, papers, and pack- 
ages were properly sorted and put all together for each family, Mrs. 
Hull began at once the calling out of the letters. Ann Liz Cramer, 
Sue Annie Tiller, John Ballew, Mamie Childers, John Hallcw, Ansel 
Anderson, Kate Nevels, then her voice, rising, trembling, “Lutie, 
Lutie, read it quick. It’s frum Andy.” She went on through other 
names, her voice fluttering only a little, and paused but an instant 
when Lutie cried, “Mom, he’s all right. Fcelen good.” 

Gertie stood in the doorway, watching hungrily, as did some of the 
others who had no mail as yet to read. Their hopeful eyes fondled 
each letter as Mrs. Hull picked it up, then lowered it into the circle of 
lamplight long enough to read the address. Gertie watched through 
many names. She heard Mrs. Hull read “Iva Dean Gholson,” then 
saw young Iva Dean, a bride of only a month or so when they took 
her husband, rush forward almost crying with joy, for she had heard 
nothing for many weeks. Mrs. Hull said softly, as she held out the 
letter, “1 wish it was different, honey — but it’s a due bill cr somethen 
from Ward’s.” 

The letter fluttered to the floor unopened. Iva Dean turned away, 
hump-shouldered, old-faced, and tired; less alive she looked than old 
John reading one of the niany letters he had stacked under the lamp. 
The girl bumped into Ann Liz Cramer, who now and then glanced 
wistfully down at two letters held in one brown, brawny hand. “You 
want me to read cm, Ann Liz?” Iva asked. 

Ann Liz nodded, flushing a little. Iva Dean turned her back firmly 
and rigidly towards Mrs. Hull and began reading in a low voice the 
letter Claude Cramer and his children had had Blare Tiller write: 
“ ‘Dearly beloved ones, I take my pen in hand to write you. The rest 
are in good health. My stomach is some better, but it will not be 
cured till 1 can quit this city water and have some good corn bread. 
This Indiana meal ain’t so good. Well, the CIO got Arthur like it got 
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me. We both have to pay. He don’t have it so hard. His work is 
from eleven to seven at night. We ’ ” 

Gertie turned away, not wanting to listen to words that rightly 
belonged to Ann Liz Cramer alone. “Mom — do them men that ride 
them airplanes like Lena Gholson’s man — do them men ever hit 
the stars?” It was Cassie slipping a hand, warm and moist from sleep, 
into Gertie’s. 

“Nobody can hurt th stars, honey — they’ll alius be there.” 

Cassie blinked at the sky. “What makes you like to look at th 
stars. Mom?” 

“ ‘Th heavens declare th glory of God; an th lirmament showeth 
his handiwork. Day unto day uttercth speech, and night unto 
night ’ ” 

“But what do they say, Mom?” 

Gertie stared up, considering the Little Dipper. “Different things 
to different people; fer one thing, they say, ‘We’ll never change, an 
we’ll never go away — all the nations on this earth with all their wars, 
they cain’t cut us down like \vc was trees.’ And they say to Cassie 
Marie, ‘Little girl, if’n you lost all yer friends an kin you’d still have 
us an th sun and th moon.’ ” 

When would it come, her name? The pile of letters must be almost 
gone. She took comfort from Cassic's touch and smoothed her hair, 
then frowned, feeling the sweaty dampness at the back of her neck. 
“You’ll be sick runnen out in this cold, hot an sweaty, you’ll . . 

The ‘Gertrude’ had sounded so strange, she never turned until she 
heard ‘Nevels’. Mrs. Hull ’-eld out a letter, long with a hea\7 look, 
and lots of stamps. Gertie tumbled over it, blinking, half-blinded by 
the sudden change from starlight to lamplight. “It's registered, an 
you can sign when I’m all through,” Mrs. Hull said, and added as 
Gertie continued to blink and fumble, “It’s from Clovis, postmarked 
Detroit. Money must be — don’t tear it crosswise.” And Mrs. Hull 
went on, talking now to herself as she held up some circular, 
“ ‘Nunnely D. Ballew’. Don’t they know th only Ballews left is 
John’s family ?” 

Gertie stepped back from the mail window, tore off the end of the 
envelope carefully, then pulled out sheets of tablet paper with bills of 
money folded in their centre. She never tried to read for looking at 
the bills — three twcnty-dollar bills. She stared, unbelieving. All that 
from her mother, and now this. It was enough to get a little start of 
sheep or maybe a good one-horse turning plough like . 
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“Gertie, is he all right? They didn’t git him in th Army?” 

She nodded, rousing slowly to Aunt Kate’s question. “He’s all 
right,” she lied, ashamed to say to her man’s mother that so far she 
hadn’t read a word, only looked at his money. “He’s in Detroit,” she 
explained, “so he cain’t be in th Army. Wait, I’ll read it to ye,” and 
slowly she read, following Clovis’s unfamiliar writing with difficulty. 

“ ‘Dear loved ones, 

“ ‘Well, Gertie, 1 passed the Army. But they didn’t want me. Not 
right away. The Army said I wud not be called for a right good spell. 
But that imploymint office told me a long time back to go to a 
factory. I come to Detroit. It was near as close as coming back 
home. I got a job that suits me. It pays good. 1 sold the truck. You 
know I had not hardly made nothing with it. They won’t be no more 
coal to haul till the war is done. The truck brang more than I paid. It 
was them good new tires. I owed Lister sum. And 1 paid it. I am 
taking sum. I will send you more when 1 have a pay day. Now, don’t 
be stingy, Gertie. Buy what you need. You and the children needs 
clothes. I want you not to have it so hard. Write to me.’ ” 

There was a long address, words of love, rows of X marks for kisses 
for herself and the children. These she did not read aloud; and 
anyway Aunt Kate was pulling her sleeve, asking like a troubled child, 
“Gert, you won’t leave us an foller him there? Detroit’s so fer away 
— might nigh as bad as bein acrost th waters. He’ll like it there. All 
that machinery’ull Jist suit him — fer a while. It’ll be all over one a 
these days, an he’ll come back an git him another truck. But if'n you 
foller him he might never come back.” 

Gertie patted the old woman’s shoulder. “Law, Aunt Kate, you 
know I’d never go up there. I’ll save jist about everthing he sends 
so’s he can buy him another truck when he gits back. I’ll have 
Clytie git him a letter off in th next mail to let him know they’ve 
found Jesse. It’ll . . 

Sue Annie held up a gaudily-bellowcrcd apron and cried, “Lookce, 
lookee, they ain’t fergot their old grandmammie.” She saw Gertie’s 
letter. “Clovis has took olf fer one a them factories, I bet, like he’s 
been a-wanten to. If he stays at work like my boys, th Army’ull never 
bother him agin. He’s so old, an with all them youngens.” 

“He’ll have to stay, that is, fer a spell,” Gertie said. “1 le’s sold his 
truck.” 

“You’ll have to be a widder woman like me, Gert,” Ann Liz 
Cramer said, then added doubtfully, “that is, if Clovis’ull give in to 
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stay away frum you an th youngens. Some men is kinda foolish 
thataway.” 

“We’ll manage,” Gertie said, giving Sue Annie a worried, pitying 
glance. The old woman had fallen into a brokenhearted weeping 
over a letter she had just started to read. 

Kate looked at her sister in troubled wonder, for Sue Annie had 
grandsons, but no sons, in the fighting. 

“Nancy ain’t a comen home to have her baby,” Sue Annie sobbed. 
“She’s a-goen to one a them hospitals,” and she cried on, more 
sorrowful than indignant. “An alius before I’ve been good enough 
to bring ever grandchild an great-grandchild I’ve got.” 

“Times changes. Sue Annie,” John said, looking up from a letter, 
one of many he had received. He turned to help Flonnie Belle Keith 
at the map behind the meat counter, her baby on one arm, her free 
hand groping over the Pacilic Ocean while she asked of the map, 
“Where's England? My Loy’s in England.” 

Gertie stood by the mail window, waiting impatiently until Mrs. 
Hull could get the slip for her to sign. She felt guilty among these 
tired and troubled ones; she was so strong and glad. Many had 
finished their letters and were gathering around the map while they 
waited for the newspapers and packages. They talked in low voices, 
using at times strange new words and phrases that stood out in the 
ordinary speech of the people like weeds in a field. “Bombardier — 
Guam — he’s a-trainen in a tank destroyer — Wac — plane carrier 
— they call em babushkas — waist gunner — V-mail — cargo plane — 
bazooka— UAWCIO.” 

She turned her back on them all and looked through the door. 
She felt again the loneliness like an old sorrow. Why couldn’t she 
cry for Clovis the way Sue Annie cried for her daughter? Why 
couldn’t Clovis and she have wanted the same things? He’d wanted 
Detroit since the beginning of the war. She’d seen it in his eyes when 
he looked aulie signs on the pine trees. He’d made his plans to stay 
away for true while the war lasted. She couldn’t blame him. There 
wasn’t any work here for a man like Clovis — now. When the war 
was over he’d come. . . . Mrs. Hull had put slip and pencil before 
her. She signed and turned swiftly away, not waiting to see if there 
be some catalogue or circular. 

She heard as she turned away the whisper of limp bills falling into 
the split basket; and Mrs. Hull, shoving a package towards Ann Liz 
Cramer, said, “Take it. If'n you don’t I cain’t ask you to hope us 
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agin, an I’ll need it. You’re about th onliest one not tied down with a 
baby.” And then her voice, worried, wistful, “You won’t be leaven 
us, too?” 

“Law, no,” Gertie said, adding, “But I don’t like taken a preacher’s 
money.” 

She hurried out of the door with Cassie running to keep up with 
her. She wanted to be alone under the stars. Some other time she 
would sorrow for the war, cry for the ones away, look up at God, 
and quarrel on the why of Henley, who had died with no sin but no 
salvation; but not tonight when she was firm on her own land. 
Henley was dead, but she and her children were alive, with a hearth 
of her own for them all, and a place for Clovis to come back to when 
the war was ended. She had an instant’s understanding of why people 
shouted in church. They saw the things that Moses saw when he 
looked across the mountains to the Promised Land, or that the thief 
saw when Christ said, “This day thou shalt be with me in Paradise.” 

Christ? It was Christ in the block of wood after all. Soon he 
would rise up out of his long hiding into the firelight, the laughing 
Christ with hair long and black like Callie Lou's, but not so curly. 
Her Christ had to be that way— a body's mind couldn't be willed and 
walled any more than the wind could be willed and walled. Wicked 
she had maybe been all these years because she could see only Judas 
in the wood— the Judas she had pitied giving back the silver. Pity, 
pity. Was pity for a Judas sinful? 

She was somewhere on the gravelled road near the schoolhouse 
before she realised that Cassie was gasping for breath from her 
efforts to keep up with her, while she herself went with long swift 
strides and sang at the top of her lungs, joyfully, as if it had been some 
sinful dance tunc, “ 'How firm a foundation, ye saints of the Lord.’ ” 
She slackened her pace, but couldn't stop the song as she smiled at the 
stars through the pines. Her foundation was not God, but what God 
had promised Moses— land ; and she sang on, “ ‘Is laid for your faith 
in His excellent word! What more can He say than to you He hath 
said — ’ ” What more, oh Lord, what more could a woman ask? 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 

j^^OW, don’t go a-fighten, youngens,” Gertie said in an un- 
interested, singsong voice unusual for her. She held the knife still 
above an almost finished axe handle, and looked at the angry Clyde 
and the stubborn Reuben. “You’ve both worked mighty hard all 
mornen. Why, by time to go home this evenen we’ll have our place 
might nigh ready to move into. We’ve already got th kitchen 
scrubbed an clean,’’ she went on, making a long, thin-shaving curve 
downward from the handle. “I guess if’n 1 hadn’t a had sich good 
steady youngens 1 — we'd never in th world a got us enough together 
to buy us a place uv own own, an would a gone on a-bein renters all 
our days. Now don’t spoil it all by fussen when we’ve took time out 
to rest.’’ 

“But, Mom, curtains, real winder curtains, all white — pure white, 
four sets for this room.’’ Clytic leaned forward across the open 
borrowed Montgomery Ward catalogue, and spoke in earnest plead- 
ing. “It’s not like I was asken fer somethin fine like them fancy 
ruffled things Ann Liz Cramer bought. But they’d be real curtains, 
not feed-sack things. 1 know they won’t hep th farmen none, but” — 
she sighed, seeing starched curtains by clean windows — “they’d be so 
pretty. I’d go down to th river an git me some pretty straight canes 
fer poles. An anyhow Reuben cain’t sow his grass seed now.” 

Gertie smiled as she had smiled at all things on this day. If Clytie 
didn’t get her curtains this ..cek, she would soon. Clovis would be 
sending more money, and if he didn’t she’d spare her some egg 
money. She wouldn't have to be so stingy ever any more. She had a 
place of her own, same as had it. Night before last she’d taken cash 
money to John. As soon as the weather cleared enough, he’d ride to 
the Valley and there take a bus to Town, where he’d record the deed 
for her. It^was good to do business with old John. She wouldn’t 
have to waste a day’s time trailing into Town to sec about the deed or 
lose a minute’s sleep wondering if he’d back out of the deal or lose 
her money. John didn’t lose money or back out of deals. 

There came a screaming and a banging from the big room on the 
other side of the fireplace wall. Clytie rushed to the noise, her feet 
faster than her mother’s slowly-rousing mind. “It’s that Cassie,’’ she 
called back. “She’s tolled Amos into th cubbyhole by th fireplace an 
turned th button an run off.” 



112 


When Gertie continued silent, only making another long shaving 
fall from the axe handle, smiling on it as if it had been gold, Clyde 
raised her voice in a kind of beseeching scolding: “Cassie Marie, 
cain’t you behave yourself, a-locken up Amos thataway? Are you 
alius a-goen to be this mean in our own home?” 

Cassie laughed. “I didn’t do nothen. it was Callie Lou locked 
him up, and it warn’t no morc’n she ought to ha done. He come in 
drunk frum Indiance ’thout one cent fer his wife an youngens. He’s 
spent all his money in a — in a ” 

“It was his pay cheque in a beer parlour, silly. That’s what Sue 
Annie said, an it was old Willie Sexton done it. Mom, Mom, Cassie’s 
tellen lies agin. Cassie, don’t you know it’s sinful to go lellen lies? 
It’s aginst the Bible.” 

Gertie roused, but spoke without harshness. “ ‘First cast th beam 
out of thine own eye; an then shalt thou see clearly to cast out th 
mote out of thy brother’s eyes.’ Alius recollect, girl, that when you 
think th Bible’s on your side it’s mebbe on th other feller’s too.” She 
reached out, and for no reason at all gave Clytie, big girl as she was, 
the warm, hard hug she would have given a baby, then asked, “Did 
you write ycr pop a nice long letter? I meant to read it, but hunten 
axe handles an sledge runners out a our woods made me so late there 
wasn’t time to read an send it to th mail.” 

Clytie nodded. “I told him everthing I could think on. Mom.” 

“But not about our place?” she asked quickly. 

Clytie giggled. “No, I done like you said, saved it for a surprise. 
Mom, wouldn’t it be fun fer him not to know till he come walken 
in?” 

“He’d git to like it,” Gertie said. She looked about the large, bare 
room. Its low walls, covered with torn and faded building paper, 
were straight and solid under the hand-hewn oak rafters that held up 
the wide, thick oak planks of the ceiling which also served as floo’^for 
the rooms above. Rafters and ceiling had never known paint or 
paper, and were weathered to a deep tobacco-coloured brown. She 
considered the four windows; two on the east, one on either side the 
door in the southern wall. They were small and narrow but un- 
broken and deeply recessed in the thick, long walls, hidden from the 
hot sun of summer afternoons, but set to catch most of its warmth on 
the short winter days. Never would the windows get the cold-blowing 
rain from the north-west, no more than would the door. Made of 
three great oak planks with three cross battens, it was a mighty door, 
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big enough for her to step proudly through with the back log on her 
shoulder, a length of a dead sugar tree above the spring that she and 
Reuben had sawed down yesterday. 

It flamed now in the fireplace with a good steady heat, and made a 
warm and rosy-coloured light so bright there was at times a flicker of 
red like a blush on the walls. Outside, the grey November rain came 
down, not settled yet into a steady down-dropping, but in gusts and 
squalls on the south-west wind that had risen with the red dawn. At 
each cry of the wind or spatter of rain, Gertie nodded a little and 
smiled, ft was good to hear the wind and rain and never feel it in her 
house. 

She made another long stroke, then left the knife across her knees, 
and with both hands grasped the axe handle, and swung it. Her grey 
eyes gleamed with satisfaction. A gust of wind, louder than the 
others, leaped against the house, cried in the pines on the hillside. 
Gertie looked again at the windows, and saw the pale gold of a late- 
hanging poplar leaf plastered against the glass. She turned and 
studied the fire, and her look of satisfaction broke into a smile as she 
watched the smoke, untouched by the wind, rise steadily upward. “I 
knowed this was a mighty good fireplace; th wind’ull never ketch in 
th chimblcy an blow smoke all over creation.” 

Reuben lifted his head from the white-oak maul he was making and 
nodded agreement, and she asked, ‘‘How you comen, son? Strange 
work alius seems hard at first.” 

‘‘I ain’t no hand at whittlen,” he said. “But mebbe I can make a 
maul.” 

“If’n a maul ain’t balanced jist right it'll make splitten out chunks 
fer them shakes twict as hard,” she warned, but added in an en- 
couraging tone, “You mebbe ain’t got th knack a whittlen, but it’s a 
good thing to learn enough to make yer own sledge runners an sich.” 

“Mom, 1 been thinken,” Reuben said, speaking slowly, straighten- 
ing the word's in his head as always, for poor Reuben had not one bit 
of his Aunt Sue Annie's quick tongue. “Clytie ought tu have her 
curtains. It’s pretty late tu sow grass seed. Come March I’ll have 
more money. Granpa’s aimen tu pay me for hopen with th fall work. 
An this winter 1 ought tu make a heap frum trappen. They’s nobody 
much left but me to trap.” 

Clytie roused from her dreams over a page of dishes — willow-ware 
that was blue, and poppies in a garden, red and green, and yellow 
drooping-headed flowers. “Reuben, you go ahead an git yer grass 
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seed right now ’fore it’s too late. I been a-thinken — Mamie gives me 
fifty cents fer ever night I stay with her an help in th work, I was 
aimen tu save it an buy me a coat, but they ain’t no place to wear it. 
So’s I don’t need it. Pretty soon I could have me enough saved fer 
curtains.” She looked down at the catalogue — “An mebbe some 
dishes, too.” 

Gertie got up quickly, folded the knife, and dropped it into her 
pocket. When she had hefted the handle it seemed like it needed a 
little stroke or two more down next the head, but she couldn’t sit still 
any longer. Dance: her heart wanted to do that. So would her feet, 
she guessed, if so many people like her mother didn’t think it sinful. 
To sit by her own fire and burn wood from her own land with no 
debts like some — all this, and then such children. “Law, youngens, 
she said, when she could speak, “they’s no need for neither a ye tu give 
in to t’othern. Clytie, you do need a coat. If’n I was you I'd save my 
money fer clothes a some kind. We'll have plenty a money. You’re 
fergitten about th heaten-stove money. You said Angie Tucker when 
you seed her down at Mamie’s ud give ten dollars uish fer hit. Well, 
I’m aimen tu put that an ii\e more [ think I can spare on furnishens.” 

She wished, watching Clylie’s face, that she could spare twenty- 
five dollars, “Fifteen dollars ull buy a heap a house plunder. Why 
don’t you look at the linoleums?” she went on. 

Clytie sprang up and whirled on her toes, then stood still, her eyes 
sparkling up as she said, “Oh, Mom, we could make this Ih prettiest 
room with curtains an linoleum. We could leave th beds out an have 
what they call a setten-room — a front room they mean— like Miz 
Hull’s, w here a body don’t cat ncr sleep neither.” 

Gertie chuckled and stroked C'lytie’s hair. “Now don’t be a-gitten 
too fine right away, girl. I liggered that linoleum fer th kitchen. It’d 
save a heap a scrubben. I like them ole beds mighty good, but some 
day,” she went on, smiling at Clytie, “fore you're big enough to have 
beaux, we’ll make this into a nice from room. On our own land like 
this where we can keep ever bite we raise an don't have to be a- 
moven ever year, we can git ahead a sight faster an ” 

A thump, thumping, and smothered cries took her rushing to the 
stairway in time to catch Cassie as she rolled on to the narrow landing 
above the little door. She seized her, shook her, blew in her face, then 
ran with her to a window to see what bones were broken. 

The limp little figure dangled over her arms; the head, with the 
straggling hair slipped as ever from its braids, flopped backward 
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towards the dangling hand-me-down shoes. Gertie, shaking her, 
whispering in terror, “Cassie, honey,” blowing breath into the open, 
sagging mouth, remembered guiltily that with all her riches not one 
new thing had she bought for Cassie, and that in all the hurry to get 
to the new house before the certain rain promised by the warm, ’ 
windy, reddening sunrise, she had not even combed Cassie’s hair. 
‘‘Clyde, git a dipper a cold water — quick!” 

Then the limber arms were flung about her neck, the sagging 
mouth was laughing, while the too big shoes flew to the far corners of 
the room as Cassie kicked her heels. “Oh, Mom, you looked so 
funny. 1 got tired a this sinful Satan-ridden earth and I went up to 
Heaven.” She sighed and slid from her mother’s arms. “I didn’t like 
it so good — that Callie, she pulled them gold feathers out uv a big 
angel’s wings an throwed away her crown. It went a-bounden an a- 
bouncen down them golden stairs clean down to this Satan-ridden 
world.” 

Clytie, her face white with fury, torn from linoleum, willow-ware 
and curtains, threatened to throw the dipper of water into Cassie’s 
face. But Gertie was too relieved to do more than slap her bottom 
hard enough, as Clytie pointed out in disgust, to squash a fly, and . 
threaten to beat that Callie Lou till she was pieded black and blue 
from head to toe. 

Cassie ran hack up the stair hole. Gyp at her heels. Gertie for the 
first time recollected the job she had given Enoch, seemed like hours 
ago, and that IVom him she had since heard no sound. 

She climbed the narrow stairway. Three steps there were below a 
wide-planked door that fastened with a button, then a little landing, 
and the stairs turned. She reached the top step, but, instead of calling 
to Enoch in the attic above, she stopped and for the dozenth time 
admired the upstairs. The log house had been built by the old pattern, 
with the lot’s laid high enough for a real upstairs with windows and 
divided lil^c that below into two main rooms. She went to the one 
that had a little fireplace just big enough to burn cook-stove wood. 
She looked at a corner between fireplace and window; that was the 
place for the block of wood. Nights up here in the firelight, she’d 
bring the head out of the wood. She could do fine work when the 
youngens were asleep and Clovis wasn’t around to talk, and now with 
her own land she’d never have to feel guilty about wasting time. 

Such good rooms! Out of one window she would be able to see the 
north star, and from the other she could look down the valley towards 
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the Big South Fork and her mother’s house. Almost every day she 
would see her father. His land touched her land — her land, her land. 
Then she remembered Enoch, and raised her voice. “Enoch, you 
found any leaks, son?” 

“She ain’t a-leaken,” Enoch answered after her second call. 

“You been looken good? Don’t wait fer drops. Look good — all 
under th sliakes an see if it’s a-seepen cnyplace.” 

She waited and, hearing no sound of feet over the boards to token 
his searching, called again, “You be keerful a thet lantern. What a 
you doen nohow, a-bcin so still?” 

“Mom,” he said, as he came and stuck his head over the cubby- 
hole, “I looked good, real good, but they wasn’t no leaks.” 

She saw the book in his hand. “So’s you’ve been a-setten a-wasten 
good coal oil a-readen when you could ha been pullcn them old nasty 
newspapers ofT’n our bedrooms. We’re a-gocn to start moven in 
less’n a week.” She sighed and studied her second son with more 
sorrow and puzzlement than anger. “Enoch, honey, what ails you? 
Everbody else is a-worken an a-plannen, an you go a-setten a-readen 
books ’stead a looken fer leaks.” 

Enoch held out the book for her to see. “Honest, Mom, 1 looked 
fer leaks real good. I saw all these books an 1 recollected you 
wanted us to study ever day like we was goen to school. So’s 1 studied 
some spellen. They’s a sight a books, but they’re old an they ain’t got 
pretty pictures.” 

Gertie took the book, a narrow little thing, the back a faded blue, 
the pages yellow and worn. “It’s a old blue-backed speller,” she said. 
“They quit usen them when yer granma was a girl, but all th same, 
many’s th night yer granpa had me spell out a it.” 

“An, Mom, they’s a book with th funniest number problems.” 

“Ray’s Higher Arithmetic, I bet,” Gertie said, and reached for the 
armload of books Enoch held. She raised her voice. “C'lytie, Clytie, 
you’ve been a-wanten books Come an sec what Enoch’s j'ound.” 

Clytie and the others came running and explored the pile. The 
books were mostly readers w'ith small pictures showing little girls with 
long ruffled panties and little boys with hats and hair long as a girl’s. 
On most was the name McGuffey, printed large; inside were names in 
faded ink. The one most often seen was Maggie Gordon, the Maggie 
beginning with a great curling M. When the children wanted to 
know who was Maggie Gordon, Gertie fell into a long musing and 
remembering aloud of who had married whom before she realised 
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that this was the Maggie Gordon who had married old Isaac Tipton 
and was the granma of Silas Tipton who had gone off to Muncie, 
Indiana. She was up in Deer Lick graveyard now with Uncle Isaac. 

Gertie thumbed through one of the books. Many of the poems 
were familiar as old neighbours who, though moved away and not 
seen for years, seem neighbours still when seen again. “Look, 
youngens,” she said, glancing up from ‘Into the Ward of White- 
washed Walls’ with the guilty realisation that she was wasting time, 
“you all have been worken hard. Th rain’s kind a slackened. I’d 
better go up in our patch a timber an hunt me a little hick’ry that’ll do 
fer saw handles an a good big tough maul, fer we’ll be haven to split 
some rails pretty soon. While I’m gone you all can do a little studyen 
till dinner-time. Clytie, you start gitten some poems by heart. Pick 
out somethen good, an th rest a youens practise readen an spellen.’’ 

She caught the sorrowful, shamefaced look that always came to 
Cassie’s face at the mention of reading. “All but Cassie an Amos, an 
they can git a poem by heart. Cassie, they’s a real pretty poem. I got 
it by heart when I was about yer size. Look through th second reader, 
Clytie. 1 don't think 1 recollect it all: ‘Once there was a little kitty 
with paws white as snow ’ ’’ 

They gathered in a ring around the hearth, heads bowed over 
books, with Cassie whispering after Clytie about the kitten that 
frolicked a long time ago. 

Gertie took the big double-bitted axe and went out into the wind 
and the rain. She climbed to the edge of the cornfield above the 
house and stopped and looked back. Grey rain and curls of fog from 
the rising creek and the river made the hills across the creek seem one 
black iron mountain, smudged and indistinct. Her father’s farm and 
the hills beyond the river were blotted out so that she could see little 
but her own. Just below her was her house with the blue smoke 
rising, and sc^in the curving sweep of grassland, as green almost from 
the warm aytumn rains as grass in the spring. She saw the apple 
trees, black-trunked, grey-twigged in the rain; the pear trees, the 
peach, and, rising like an outpost in the fog, the great poplar by the 
spring, its arms held up as if reaching for the sky. She wished she 
could see the cedar blulf’s above the creek, with more cedar for fence 
posts than she would ever need, and the old sugar trees with their 
grey scarred bark, and the beech trees with their thin, fine twigs that 
would on winter nights make a lace-like pattern against the stars. 

Saw-briars pulled at her skirt, and rain-drenched sumdb and 
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sassafras sprouts slapped at her, but she continued to smile as she 
plodded on up through the old cornfield. Now and then she would 
stop to cut a sprout or a grapevine, whispering to it, laughing a little, 
“list you wait till I git started. Away you’ll all have to go to make 
way fer my grass an clover an corn.” 

She came at last to the steeper part of the hillside, that had never 
been ploughed. Among the brush and second-growth timber were 
several young hickories and an old one scarred by lightning. She 
paused, axe uplifted, by the old one, but the a\c came slowly back to 
her shoulder, and she smiled at the old hickory. “You’d be good an 
tough,” she said, “an yer heart wood's dead, but I’ll leave you fer 
seed an hicker nuts fer th squirrels an my youngens.” 

She considered some of the less thrifty of the small hickories, but 
always instead of cutting she only slashed away the near-by horn- 
beam or other useless brush, whispering to the little hickory as she did 
, so, “It won’t be many years ’fore you’ll be big enough fer th saw mill, 
er mebbe I’ll be needen you in that new barn I’m aimen tu build.” 

It was with a little sigh and a fleeting look of sorrow that at last she 
chose her tree. There was more than enough tough straight trunk for 
the big maul and the handles, but some winter weight of snow', some 
accident with man or animal or weather, had crooked the top so that 
it could never grow into a fine upstanding tree. 


CHAPTER NINE 

She looked at Gyp, outlined in tlic sto\c light as he stood by the 
open kitchen door. He whined into the darkness, then twisted his 
head to look at the shotgun high on its two nails above the eating 
table. He looked hopefully at her, tlicn turned away whining again 
towards the sounds that came from the ridge field. 

“Go on,” she whispered, with no pause in the churning. “ ’fore 
you wake the youngens. But I cain’t go with you. I’ve got a big day’s 
work ahead a me. Long as they’s light to sec. I’m goen to be down at 
our farm splitten shakes to fix that barn roof so’s we can move our 
fodder an corn. It ain’t no coon, nohow,” she went on; “them hounds 
is hunten. They’re a-chasen a fox, 1 guess. But no matter what it is 
they’ll be nobody come to their crycn.” 

SheHield the dasher still and listened. “It’s ole Sugar Bell. He 
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don’t know that Barney cain’t hear him or Jesse neither in that prison 
camp m Italy. An that’s Lister Tucker’s ole Thunder. He took up 
with Pop when Lister moved to Hampton Roads. Go on,” she said 
to the still hesitant Gyp, “but they’ll be nobody come to you.” 

She churned again, but between the steady glugs of the dasher she 
heard the crying of the hounds. It seemed like she’d heard it all night, 
the crying. Sometimes like a fiddle hidden in the hills, now far on the 
ridges, now near across the rented cornfield, rising and fading like a 
wind, mingling with the wind until it was hard to tell which was 
hound cry and which wind. 

She had lain there in her bed and heard it and felt alone in the 
hearing. There was nobody else in the whole country to hear the 
hounds. The cars for the hounds licard other things, if they heard 
at all. Maybe some heard in their sleep, dreaming as she had dreamed 
of Henley. She stared into the stove grate trying to remember. It 
seemed a long time since she had dreamed of Henley. And hardly a 
month since the word had come that he was dead, not five since he 
went away. Now there was little left of him but the lonesomeness in 
her insides and the land his blood had helped to buy. 

She slow ly shook her head. It was as if the war and Henley’s death 
had been a plan to help set her and her children free so that she might 
live and be beholden to no man, not even to Clovis. Never again 
would she have to wait to bake bread till Clovis brought home a sack 
of meal. “ ‘I've rctichcd th land of corn an wine; an all its riches 
freely mine; here sliines undimmed one blissful day where all my 
night has passed away.’ ” 

The lonesome sound of ;'ie crying hounds filtered through the 
kitchen, but she sang on, softly, so as not to awaken the children, 
thinking, phinning, selecting w'hat to do first. Today she’d burn the 
lantern and do the barn work before daylight. Soon as it was light 
enough to see she’d go dig up two or three little white pines. There 
were no wjji’tc pines on the Tipton Place and, of all the trees she 
knew, a white pine had, she thought, the prettiest voice, warm and 
kind somehow even in winter. Old John wouldn’t mind if she 
grubbed up two or three out of the edge of the cornfield, where the 
next renter might grub them out anyhow. She’d set them below the 
gate close to the two poplar trees she'd already set. A poplar was a 
lonesome kind of thing, not like a maple or a hickory, seemed like 
one would hardly grow at all without other trees for company. 

Later, in the grey, cloudy dawn, she scolded herself for wasting 
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time. She’d better be at the shake-making or digging up something 
useful like a plum bush; but it was such a good time for digging 
trees. She’d dug up three good-sized white pines and two little dog- 
woods before she hardly knew it, and as she wrapped their roots in 
the balls of moss that Enoch and Cassie had gathered from a rocky 
ledge below the field, she smiled as she told Cassie, “They’ll be big 
afore you hardly know it.” She added, with a warning look, “You 
musn’t be a-hurten em now, an a-trycn to climb em soon’s they’re big 
enough to git a holt on.” 

Cassie laughed her quick, bubbling laugh, then came very close and 
whispered up to Gertie, “Don’t say hit too loud. Do you know what 
that youngen Callie Lou ud do? She’d pull up yer little trees.” 

“Our little trees,” Gertie corrected. She made a mighty frown that 
brought her brows together until their blackness met above her eyes. 
“When I git these trees set with their roots spread out, Callie Lou cr 
nobody else, not even a witch, can pull em up. But,” and it was her 
turn to whisper after a quick glance around, bending low to Cassie’s 
ear so that the forever listening, watching, waiting Callie Lou might 
not hear, “but if ’n you see her a-tryen to pull em up you let me know 
an I’ll give that youngen a good switchen.” 

Cassie blinked and considered, then rising on tiptoe whispered, 
her voice troubled, “You won’t make it too hard, will you. Mom? 
She ain’t a bad youngen at heart, jist full a jumpy meanness.” 

Gertie nodded. “Mostly, I’ll jist scare her. I’ll break me a little 
twig frum our peach tree behind th kitchen — no hick’ry limb.” 

“Mom! Mom!” 

She looked up, listening, then dropped the tree and started running 
across the field. Something uncommon bad, like the house on fire or 
Amos hurt, had happened. She’d never heard Reuben scream so, 
worse than when he had seen the bear. She was past the barn and 
running down the muddy lane before she saw her father’s white saddle 
mule, standing carefully still as she always did for her fatjicr, while a 
plumpish figure so coated and bundled and scarfed she could not tell 
if it be man or woman climbed slowly from the saddle and became for 
an instant hidden on the other side of the mule. Then quickly the 
voice came, crying with the same scolding anger, pain, and sorrow in 
the cry, the old cry of, “Gertie, Gertie.” A moment later she saw her 
mother weeping with her face against the porch post. 

The younger children had rushed out, but overcome by the sight of 
their invalid grandmother getting otf a mule they stood in a silent 
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little huddle by the door. Only Enoch could find his tongue enough 
to ask, “Granma, is Granpa dead?” 

Her mother broke off her weeping and patted him on the shoulder 
as she said with such pitying sorrow that even brash Enoch was 
troubled, “No, no, honey, your granpa ain’t dead. Pore old crippled, 
sad-hearted soul, but he’d be better dead. He’s lived to see his own 
flesh and blood bring disgrace to his bowed grey head.” 

Gertie’s heart went out to her sister, Meg, gone so long. What had 
she done — lied, fornicated, danced, played cards? “Mom, Mom,” 
she began, “1 don’t know what Maggie’s done but it cain’t be much.” 

“Meg?” her mother siirilled, lifting her head, anger bright in her 
eyes. “Meg’s a decent woman. She ain’t a-sneaken an a-slippen 
around a-conniven to leave her man an make her children fatherless. 
Fatherless. Fatherless.” Her tear-brimming eyes had travelled slowly 
from child to child, resting an instant on each as she designated its 
condition, but now again her forehead pressed against the porch post 
as she went on, licr words spaced by sobs, “I give ycr mammy money 
— yer dead uncle's money, her own born brother’s money — fer to buy 
you decent clothes an all th things you need. Yer ever-loven papa 
goes away an is a stranger in a strange place — jist fer tu keep bread 
and meat in your mouths. There he is,” she went on, looking now at 
Reuben as if he were the guilty one, “away off in that cold, dirty, flat, 
ugly factory town, a-haven to mi,\ up with all kinds a foreigners an 
sich, a-liavcn to pay money to a union — him that’s never been made 
to belong to iiothen. He ain’t got nobody to cook him a decent bite a 
victuals. He could be took in th Army, an you’d never see him agin. 
An what docs ycr mom do?” 

Reuben’s shoulders stiffened. “She bought us a place a our own.” 

Her mother turned away, weeping now into the saddle blanket, 
talking both to the grey mule and to God. “Oh Lord, oh Lord, she’s 
turned her own children against their father. She’s never taught 
them th Bible where it says, ‘Leave all else an cleave to thy husband.’ 
She’s never read to them th words writ by Paul, ‘Wives, be in 
subjection unto your husbands, as unto th Lord.’ ” 

She managed to lift her head and look at Gertie, standing stiff and 
dumb as ever under her mother’s words, “1 couldn’t believe it last 
night when Rildy come over to spend th night an told me th tales that 
was a-goen around. Sue Annie told her that Mary Ballew had said 
you was buyen that old hillside and that old house.” 

“It’s a good house,” Reuben said. 
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“Young man, you need a father’s hand. You’re gitten sassy. Do 
you want th whole country a-talken about yer mom?” 

“They don’t talk about Ann Liz Cramer, an she’s lived without her 
man fer two, three years,” Reuben said, and looked to his mother for 
help, but Gertie stood and looked like Cassie when somebody caught 
her in a piece of meanness. 

“Ann Liz Cramer lives where her man left her, a-keepen his house 
an his youngens, an a-doen what Claude wants her to do — fer he’s a 
born farmer at heart. Soon’s th war's over he’s a-comen home. Yer 
pop,” she went on, looking at Reuben and speaking slowly, “ain’t no 
farmer. Yer mom knowed that wiien she married him. She’s held 
him back all these years. He could ha been maken big money down 

at Oak Ridge but she wouldn’t give in to go with him, an ” She 

stopped, listening to a gay and lively whistle that changed soon into 
Clytie’s singing as she climbed the short-cut path home from spend- 
ing the night at Mamie’s. 

She waited, watching. Gertie, watching her, thought there was 
something like satisfaction in her face as Clytic, still singing, not 
knowing she was being watched, came in sight, and then began a 
dance-like skipping on the big flat sandrock at the top of the path. 
Gertie wanted to cry out to Clytie that licr grandmother watched, but 
could not, not even when she changed again from singing to whistling, 
and then, no more thinking that anyone watched tlian a squirrel, 
flung her arms out wide and did a lively tapping dance that made the 
ragged coat she wore seem even more ragged, while Reuben’s old 
overalls unrolled themselves and flopped about her feet. The only 
thing about her that seemed new and clean and shining w'as a 
Montgomery Ward catalogue under one arm. 

Gertie’s mother nodded slowly, her eyes on Clytie. There was 
satisfaction in her voice, and sorrow, deep sorrow, when she said, all 
the anger gone now, “Look at her, grovven up like a heathen, Icarnen 
how to dance frum that trashy Mamie, dirty, ragged. I’ll bet she 
ain’t combed and braided her hair in a week. 'You know she wouldn’t 
ha been goen to ruin if’n Clovis was home.” 

“You sound like she was comen up with a bastard,” Gertie said. 
“Wc’vc been awful busy.” 

Her mother began crying again, sobbing about Gertie’s vile talk. 
Clytic heard and came on, the dance steps gone from her legs, her 
eyes fixed worriedly on her grandmother, shame in her face as if she 
had done great wrong. The bright catalogue was clutched like a shield 
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against her bosom, but when she had walked up to the white mare 
her grandmother lifted her head and managed a wan and kindly 
smile. “What are you a-fixen to order, girl?” 

“Curtains,” Clyde said. “White curtains with blue bands fer our 
new front rooms, and new ” 

Her grandmother took her by the arm. “Child, you don’t need 
curtains, not now; not till you git to Detroit.” 

“Dce-troit?” Clytie asked, doubt in her voice. 

“Yes, Detroit. You know, honey, yer papa, he wants you with 
him. He cain’t make a liven no longer by haulen coal. He’s a-hunten 
you a place. You know that, a place close to a good school an ” 

“But Mom said wc couldn't go so far away, an that soon’s th war.'s 
over ” 

Enoch was interrupting with cries of, “Goodie, goodie, we can go 
to school agin, a fine, big school.” His grandmother nodded, smiling. 
But Clytie continued for an instant troubled, glancing towards her 
mother, who stood motionless by the porch steps. Amos, not yet 
dressed, stood in the doorway, laughing, repeating, “Dce-troit, Dee- 
troit,” as yesterday he had repeated Santa Claus when Clytie told 
him of Christmas. 

His grandmotlicr, quite recovered now, patted him on the head, 
then shooed him back into the house, crying, “Pore little feller, he 
needs somebody that'll take care a him. Runnen around bare- 
footed this away, he’ll be a-gitlcn that ole croup agin.” 

“He never got up till you come,” Reuben said. His voice was 
hoarse now, broken by a growing doubt. He looked from his mother 
to his grandmother, then bac,: to his mother. The trouble grew in his 
eyes, but still he wailed, watching Gertie, hopeful, unwilling to 
believe she would not speak up for their farm. She continued silent. 
Gradually the hope in his eyes died. His glance, fixed on his mother’s 
face, was filled with the contempt of the strong for the weak. 

It seemed a long while that they looked at each other, mother and 
son. Gertie opened her mouth, closed it. One hand twisted, pulled 
the joints of the other. She started up the porch steps, but stopped 
when through the open door she heard her mother. She was cheerful 
now, chattering to Clytie about the colour of the coat she must order 
with some of Henley’s money, the kind of little suit for Enoch. Next 
she was holding forth on the wonders of Detroit. They w'ould have a 
nice home with the electric and running water, both hot and cold 
maybe. And the school — such a fine big school it would be with a 
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basketball court in a real gymnasium, like Meg’s children had. Here 
her voice lifted for Reuben’s benefit; he for all his clumsiness was 
good at pitching goals in the outdoor court at Deer Lick School. 
There would be a fancy cooking place for Clytie, hot lunches for 
them all, and most likely a bus. But better than anything, she re- 
minded, their father would make them a good living and they 
wouldn’t have to be working themselves to death in some old corn- 
field. 

“But ’twould ha been our own — all our own field,’’ Reuben cried 
towards the doorway, but his voice was too low and hoarse to carry 
past his grandmother’s chatter. He stood a moment longer on the 
middle step, looking dazedly about him. He saw the grey mule, and 
with no more words and never a look for Gertie led the grey mule 
barnwards. 

His head was bent, and Gertie thought as he walked away he was 
crying. She took one step towards him, but turned back and went to 
the chopping-block. She had already filled the wood-box with wood 
cut by lantern light so as to have all of today's light for the Tipton 
Place, but still she chopped lengths from a hard, dead hornbeam she 
had snaked up w ith Dock a few days before. Cassie alone stayed with 
her, silent, and with the lonesome look that came sometimes when 
Callie Lou ran away. Gyp stood by her, and she scratched him under 
one ear as she asked, after a long silence, “Mom, can Gyp go to 
Dee-troit, too?’’ 

There was such trouble in the child’s voice that Gertie dropped the 
axe and picked her up. “We ain’t gone yit, honey. Mebbe — mebbe 
it won’t be so bad. Mebbe — somehow.” Her tongue was still in the 
face of Cassie’s disbelieving eyes, but her mind raced on. Maybe 
somewhere there was something — somebody to keep her from 
having to go away. John? Her father? No, her father would never 
speak up. He wanted her close by, so that in speaking for her he 
would speak for himself. He would cry out no more than Job’s dead 
children. John had her money. Maybe he’d gone already and 
recorded the deed. John wouldn’t back out; he wouldn’t go back on 
his word. “But, Mom, can Gyp go, too?” Cassie was pulling on her 
chin, turning her face about so that she might bolster up her mother’s 
limp words with her mother’s eyes. “An can we take that woman in 
th words, Miz Gallic Lou?” 

“Yes, oh, yes,” Gertie said, hugging the child, but not looking into 
the waiting eyes. “In Detroit,” she went on, “they’ll be people, all 
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kinds a people, thousands an thousands a faces like we ain’t never 
seen, an th finest we’ll pick fer Callie Lou.” 

“But she’s got a face aready, you jist ain’t ” 

Cassie, like her mother, heard the mule’s feet in the lane — a click 
on the rocks, a suck in the mud. Gertie never looked round. She 
knew it was John. She let the child slide from her arms. John would 
never come so early in the morning, when his legs were bad, to tell 
her he had recorded the deed. 

She stood tliere staring out across the ridge top, and saw the sun 
had risen. It poured red light upon the north-western side of the 
ridge. The beeches lower down, and the sugar maples, were shadowed 
still, but higher up, towards tlic cove top, the trunks of the tall young 
poplars were pink in the rising light. It came to her that maybe she 
had always known those other trees would never be her own — no 
more than the fireplace with the great slab of stone — just as she had 
always known that Christ would never come out of the cherry wood. 
Seemed like all week he’d cried for her knife in the firelight, and now 
he was gone. Instead, here was John, old and troubled and tired, 
leaning from his mule. 

“We’ve both got to do our duty, Gertie. Yer Mom sent fer 
me yisterday evenen. Frum th way she talks a body ud think I 
was maken a mint a money out a sellen that land to you. Twict 
1 thought she was a-goen to faint dead away. I cain’t let a piece a 
land come atween a w oman an her man an her people. 

“I’d never thought on it,” he went on when she remained motion- 
less, silent, staring into the valley, “but Clovis wouldn’t like it 
down in a holler away frum th highway. Mostly, I rccken, I thought 
on how nice it ud be fer you an yer pop.” He reached for his leather 
money-bag. “A body’s got lu give in tu reason. Recollect, when 
we made our trade, you thought Clovis ud be in th Army.” He 
nodded towards the house from which came her mother’s chatter, 
then looked down into the leather bag and sighed as he began 
to pull out ffrumplcd bills. “Th right’s on her side. Yer youngens 
does need schools, an when Clovis is a-maken you a good liven you 
ought to go to him if he wants it thataway.” 


E 
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CHAPTER TEN 

She’D done a thing she’d never done in all her life — slept till past 
sunrise. The sun was in her eyes, and Lizzie was bawling, but it was 
way past milking time. She was way late, but she couldn’t get out of 
bed. Her legs ached, and on one side she was cold, but on the other 
she was steamy hot and sweaty. She rose swiftly; she'd better milk 
even before she built the fire. 

Something hit her on the head. Cassic moaned and whimpered, 
almost skidding from her lap, but did not waken. Gertie caught her 
shoulder, wakened enough to realise she had hit her head on the iron 
baggage rack above her. Once more, as she had done for hours, she 
pressed her big body as far back in the seat as possible and against 
the window, where, in spite of two thicknesses of glass, the cold, like 
water trickling, seeped into her hip so tliat it ached from the cold as 
her arms ached from weariness. She had held Amos and Cassie, one 
on either knee, all the way from Cincinnati to make room for Enoch 
and Clytie, wedged into the other half of the red plush scat. She 
looked quickly about for Reuben, and found him only after what 
seemed a long search in tlie dim light. He was on the arm of the scat 
right in front of them, but across the aisle; asleep, she thought, his 
head bowed on his arm along tlie seat back, like the little sailor, not 
much bigger than Reuben, on the arm of their scat by Clylic. The 
sailor’s hat had fallen on Ciytic's lap; his head nodded, touching at 
times her shoulder, but sleeping or waking Gertie could not tell, for 
always he clasped with both hands the back of the seat. 

It was the new suit that had made Reuben seem a stranger. Her 
mother had ordered it as she had ordered the rest of their clothing, 
and paid for it with Henley's money. All that seemed so long ago. 
But it couldn’t have been more than two weeks back, for only two 
days after her mother’s visit Iherc’d come a letter from Clovis. He’d 
found a place and wanted them to conic. 

Still, it seemed so long ago, everything so long ago ahd far away; 
the other train, this train, even the dimming of the lights when all the 
people — the loud-talking, laughing soldier men and sailors and soldier 
girls, the crying babies, the puking, whining children, the red-necked, 
loose-jointed older men in overall pants so new they still smelled of 
the dye, the women in rayon dresses and muddy shoes, almost all with 
children in tlieir laps — all, both black and white, had gone to sleep. 

She nodded, her head jolting with the motion of the train. Maybe 
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she was dreaming; in a minute she would jump out of bed and hurry 
to the spring, for it was moving day and she had a lot of work to do. 
She’d go outside and smell the good clean air; there would be a 
melting snow smell and a pine smell on the ridge top, and by her own 
house the smell of cedar through the creek fog. 

She gagged, water coming into her eyes. She shivered with the 
gagging until Cassie whimpered in her sleep, then was still, smiling. 
Gertie tried to keep herself still, and let the child have her dream and 
keep smiling. She struggled to hold back the stuff rising in her mouth. 
She tried not to breathe the air that was like a stinking rotten dough 
pushed up her nose and down her throat. There were bits of vomit in 
the air where the black babies and the white babies had puked. There 
was vomit from the red-faced, red-eyed soldiers, laughing — a kind of 
cursing, crying in their laughter — even as they puked. One had 
staggered laughing, then puked right in the aisle by them, so close and 
with such a spattering that Clytie had cried out he was ruining her 
new coat. Tliere was the stink of cigarette smoke, old now, and worse 
than when it was new, with its blue curls for ever around her head. 
Mixed in were the smells of wet babies, of stale soda biscuit from 
Alabama, fried fresh hog meat from Georgia, all old and smelly now 
in the too hot car, but still less strong than the smell of too many 
bodies shut up together. No matter how much they’d laughed and 
joked and drunk, there was on them all the fear sweat smell like she’d 
smelled in Samuers store. 

She smelled it on herself, felt it on her oo/y hands. She W’as 
a cow'ard, worse than any of the others. If she could have stood 
up to her mother and God and Clovis and old John, she’d have 
been in her own house this night. Oh. if she were baek with the 
money in her pocket, she’d say No to them all and move to her 
farm, sin or no. She straightened, and sat unseeing. Her hands 
were fists across the bodies of her children, but they slept on, limp 
heads jolting*is the steel wheels clicked over the steel rails. 

She got uV, and with some dilliculty turned herself about enough 
to lay the children on the sctit. Then, with one long step she got 
into the aisle, careful net to brush against the little sailor. He 
looked as if the least touch would make him sprawl into Clytie's 
lap. She hurried on, her big body seeming even bigger, more 
awkward in the narrow aisle, flung this way and that by the rushing 
of the train. She knocked against the sleeping feet, the nodding 
heads, the shoulders sagged across the arms of seats. 
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The word Ladies was like a promised haven, though as she went 
through the first little room, the one with mirrors and chairs, she saw 
that even here there were women and babies sleeping. But the toilet 
— Clyde had told her to call it that instead of the privy house — was 
empty. She flung up the toilet seat, knelt, and vomited. Cold air like 
water bubbling up from a spring came through the open hole. Slie 
knelt a long while, savouring the rushing air. It tasted of train smoke 
and was burdened with sound. Still, it was better than any slic had 
known since leaving home. All the hours they had waited in Cin- 
cinnati had been in a house-like thing, big and high above them, but 
smothery crowded down below, witii people fighting for standing 
places in the lines before tlie gates. 

She came out at last into the little room, which after the crowded 
car and the train noise from the open toilet seemed still and empty, 
with only two women and two babies, all of whom looked to be 
asleep. One sat, her head nodding above a young baby, faee down- 
ward across her knees. The other lay on the bench under the looking- 
glass, one sun-browned hand clutehing an imitation patent-leatlicr 
purse, the other cradled about a palc-haircd little girl in a blue rayon 
dress, its rufiles smeared with chocolate and orange drippings. The 
woman’s shoes, new and of the .same ' hiny imitation patent leather as 
her purse, twinkled in the light, that is, all but one heel, and on that 
there was a smear of reddish mud. The mud was strange to Gertie, 
redder than any earth she could remember, and sandy, from the 
looks of it. She bent closer to look, and wanted very mueh to touch 
it, to know what it was and from where it came. It looked as if it 
would grow sweet potatoes and peanuts. 

She rubbed the heel gently with her thumb, and a tiny piece of the 
red-gold stuff broke away ;ind fell into her palm. She touched it w'ith 
a forefinger, pleased that she had been right. Sandy and poor it was; 
scrub pine and saw-bnars would grow in it, but >o would sweet 
potatoes. 

She was holding the mud, staring down at it, not wanting to throw 
it away, when she realised the other woman, the one she had hardly 
noticed and thought asleep too, was looking at her. She had made no 
sound that she had heard, and her head was still bowed above the 
baby on her knees, but Gertie knew she was looking, sideways of her 
eyes, the way Judas looked when he whispered about Jesus. And she 
remembered with something close to comfort that she had brought 
the block of wood, brought it in spite of her mother’s scorn and 
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Clytie’s gentle objections. Only Cassie had begged for the wood, 
hugged it as if it had been human. The woman kept on looking, 
watching slantwise out of her eyes, and Gertie felt awkward and 
foolish, staring at the mud in her hand, remembering the good money 
she had spent to bring the block of wood — Judas wood it seemed 
now. Jesus would never come from it. But there were faces in Detroit. 

“It looks like good dirt fer growen sweet taters,” she said at last, 
flushing, then looking fully at the woman, who smiled and said in a 
soft rich voice: 

“That Georgia mud is good fo that.” 

“I wonder,” Gertie said, speaking softly, for she had no memory of 
having spoken to a stranger woman except the nurse in the doctor’s 
office, “what th ground around Detroit is like? Will it grow sweet 
taters?” 

The woman’s head swung slowly, lifting fully into the light, and 
Gertie realised she was a negro. She had never seen a negro until, in 
Cincinnati, they had left their separate places and mingled with the 
whites. She’d heard Clovis say there were negroes in Town, but she 
had so seldom been there she had never seen one. This woman did 
not look tlie way she had thought a negro would — pure black with 
great thick lips and a mashed-down nose. Her skin was brown and 
full of gleams that made Gertie think of the cherry wood. Her eyes 
were large below a high, thin-templed forehead; and when she 
looked at Gertie all her face and the proudful way she held her head 
were somehow queenly, but bigger than anything else about her was 
the joy inside her that curved her lips into smiles and brightened her 
naturally sombre eyes. 

The baby, hardly two months old, Gertie judged, wriggled, twisting 
its head, then at last got a fist up to its mouth. The woman’s smile 
widened, dancing through her eyes and across her forehead as she 
chucked it gently under the chin. “Don’t you go fallen off my lap, 
yo little ole bcToger, you.” She looked at Gertie, then back to the 
baby. “She ain’t been slecpen so good, poh thing; she’s been sleepen 
on mail knees thisaway since day befo yesterday.” 

“She’ll be all right,” Gertie said. “I’ll bet she misses her bed less'n 
you do.” 

“She misses her granma's singen, thas what she misses away off up 
hcah — an I ain't so good at singen.” 

Gertie nodded. “Upon th willows in th midst thereof, we hanged 
our harps, an they that wasted us required of us mirth, saying, ‘Sing 
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us one a th songs a Zion’. But how shall we sing th Lord’s song in a 
strange land?” She flushed. She hadn’t meant to say that. But it had 
run in her head so, since early this morning on the other train, when 
Cassie had wanted her to sing right before a trainful of people. 

“Them's pretty words,” the other said, then added somewhat 
defiantly, “but ah don feel wasted. Detroit’s goen to be nice.” A 
brooding, remembering look came into her eyes, but smiles shattered 
it when she looked down at the baby. “She am go to a good school, 

and when she's sick they’ll be hospitals fo her like fo ” She had 

looked at Gertie and remembered. “Like fo anybody else. She’ll 
have a better raisen than her mammy or her pappy had,” and the joy 
came over her and would not let her be still, so that she seized the 
child, half sleeping as it was, and swung it above her head, smiling at 
it, shaking it playfully, begging with her eyes for it to share in her joy, 
and when it could not she turned again to the silently watching 
Gertie. “My man’s got a place fo me — rent paid fo a month. Th 
street’s in a place they call Paradise Valley, he wrote me. Paradise 
Valley,” she repeated softly to the baby. 

The baby was too little to smile back. But Gertie managed a smile 
for the woman, though it seemed so long ago that she had felt as the 
woman felt now — going to a place that would be paradise. Paradise: 
it was a pretty word. She’d never thought how pretty it was until 
now. When the woman spoke it in her soft, rich voice, it made her 
think of peaches, pure gold on one side, red in the gold on the other, 
soft, juicy, warm in the August sun, warm-tasting like the smell of the 
muscadines above the river in October. “It’s a pretty name,” and 
remembering, twisting the hurt inside lier, she said to the woman 
what she had said to herself, “ ‘This day thou shalt be with mein 
paradise.’ ” 

The woman laughed. “That's what mah man said to me, only in 
different words.” 

Gertie nodded, and her voice was defiant. “I’ll alhis think that a 
body oughtn’t tu have tu die tirst to git it— that is, at Icfast a little— a 
paradise on earth.” She turned from the woman’s troubled puzzle- 
ment to look through the windewv. She pressed her face against the 
glass, determined to see w hat kind of country they whirled through. 
But this window showed no more than the one by her scat — steamy 
on the inside, crusted with smoke and dirt on the outside, and stout 
as for a prison, with two thick panes of glass. As if through all the 
night hours this train had stood still, she always saw the same things: 
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lights, streaks of dirty snow, roads, telephone poles, a few cars, and 
earlier in the little towns the cold shapes of hurrying people, and 
once, across what had seemed to be a vast reach of palm-flat land, 
smudged lights that might have been stars. 

In spite of the double glass she felt the hard cold seeping through, 
and turned away, but continued to stand, hunch-shouldered, lax- 
handed, looking about the room. It didn’t seem that she could go 
back to her cramped, smelly place in the coach, and anyway the 
youngens needed the extra room. The long woman on the bench 
still slept, and the brown one on the chair sat again as if asleep, 
nodding above the sleeping baby. 

She fingered her knife, familiar in the strangeness of the new coat 
pocket. There was a metal w aste-basket at the end of the bench, and 
she looked down into it, hoping to find something, a corncob, a bit of 
w'ood, anything her knife had known. She smiled when she saw in 
the debris of lunch w rappings, facial tissues, and orange rinds a large 
hickory nut cast off for lack of a cracking tool. 

She heard a gasping, gulping “Jesus!” irom the brown woman; 
scared, she sounded, like her baby was choking to death. Gertie 
turned, stepping forward to learn what was her trouble. The girl 
sprang up, the baby chilclied tightly in her arms, her body bent over 
it as if she would protect it from some lunging animal. Her wide eyes 
darted wildly, now up at Gertie’s face’, now at the knife, which all 
unknowing Gertie had opened and held ready in her hand. “Don git 
no closah, woman,” she whispered as if her tongue were dry. She 
did not take her eyes from Gertie, and backed away until she was 
pressed against the window. 

Gertie looked at her, her mind for an instant too pleased at the 
prospect of doing a pleasant and familiar thing to understand what 
ailed tlie other’s mind. She thought for a moment that the brown 
woman might be crazy. They stood so for a long moment, staring at 
each other without speaking. Gradually, the brown w'oman's eyes 
leaping towai’ils the knife made Gertie flush with understanding. The 
thought that someone could or w'ould think that she would fight with 
a knife like a drunken Cramer was slow in coming. She folded the 
knife but continued to hold it, as she tried to smile into the wide eyes 
that shone whitely in the brown face, “fm sorry I skecred you,” she 
began, and motioned towards the waste-basket, hoping the woman 
would understand about her whittling. In glancing at the basket, she 
saw a huge and ugly woman, flat-checked, straight-lipped, straggledy- 
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headed, her face greyed with tiredness and coal-dust, even her 
chapped lips grey. The straight, almost bushy black brows below the 
bony forehead were on a level with her own, and she realised she was 
looking at herself — the same old Gertie who had made her mother 
w'eep. 

She laughed, a long laugh, a good laugh. It seemed she couldn’t 
remember when she had laughed, not since corn-planting time when 
Henley went away. The big, grey-faced woman was uglier laughing 
than sober. Her teeth shone whitcly behind her grey lips. She 
laughed the harder, watching the big woman brusli back her straight 
lank hair with a bended arm, but conscious that the brown woman 
was still staring at her, though now seeming more puzzled than 
afraid. 

Gertie held up the hickory nut, hidden until now in her great hand. 
“I don’t w'onder,” she said, speaking into the mirror, “tliat a stranger 
woman like you is afeared a me. I jist happened to sec myself, an 
skeered myself.” She stopped, but alter ilie laughter the explanation 
seemed less hard. “Some women pieces quilts an some crochets to 
pass th lime. But me — I growed up with my pop. An 1 took to 
whittlen jist like him. I was aimen to w'hitlle a basket out a this 
hicker nut I found, to kind a pass th time.” 

She put a chair under the light by the mirror and, turning her back 
somewhat on the other, thinking maybe she haled to see a body 
whittle the way her mother hated it, she went to work on the hickory 
nut. The knife blade winked in the light, jiggled now and then by the 
rushing, clacking train; but the basket grew, a split basket, the splints 
marked clearly in the hard nutshell, the handle smooth, curving at 
the top as the nut had curved, while the sharp peak at the bottom of 
the nut grew smooth and became the bottom of the basket. 

Gradually the brown woman, instead of darting sharp, suspicious 
glances, pulled her chair closer and closer and watched as Cassie 
would have watched. Sleepy-headed women coming in to change 
whimpering, wet-bottomed babies paused to watch, ftnd Iwo little 
soldier girls who didn’t look much older than Clytie came in and 
smoked cigarettes, and lingered a long while watching. 

She made the basket markings fine and tiny so that the work might 
last a long while. But the windows were always black, untouched by 
any grey of dawn when she looked at them. She realised with some- 
thing close to despair that the basket would end before the night. 

Several times she left off her work to see about the children. They 
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were always the same, asleep in a tangle of arms and legs. The little 
sailor slept with his head on Clyde’s shoulder, and Clyde clung to his 
upper arrh, dreaming, Gertie guessed, it was Cassie back home, 
for ever about to slide out of the high feather bed. The rest of the car 
slept the smelly, moaning, coughing, muttering sleep of cattle penned 
too closely in a strange barn. 

Once when she got back to the rest-room her seat was taken by a 
little baby-faced girl in a bright red coat nursing a baby. She kept 
talking about her soldier man at a place called Grayling, past 
Detroit, and wondering if it would be cold for the baby. 

The brown woman offered her a chair, saying she was tired of 
sitting, but Gertie refused and whittled standing. Then the brown 
woman complained that she couldn’t watch the work. “You’re 
worse than my Cassie,” Gertie said, smiling, “fer wanten to watch 
things. Tell me th baby’s name. I’ll put it on this an give it to her fer 
a keepsake a me.” 

The woman’s eyes grew bright with pleasure, as when she spoke of 
the place called Paradise. “I was hopan you’d sell it to me. Her first 
name is Beulah. I hope it ain’t too long,” she added, glancing 
anxiously at the basket. “But I want to pay yo.” 

“Pay fer whittlcn foolishness!” Gertie looked at her in amazement. 

The girl nodded. “I’ll bet yo could make big money whittlen. 
City people sometimes loves hand-made stuff. It’s worth mo’n a 
dollah — way ino’n that if you count th time.” She opened her hand, 
and Gertie saw the green of money that from its crumpled, sweaty 
look she must have been holding a long time. 

“Yo take this dollah,” she said. “Keep it like a good-luck piece — 
an then it won’t be pay. An Beulah Mae can always keep this fo a 
good-luck token.” 


CHAPTER ELEVEN 

CjERTIE had no time to think of where she went or why. The press 
of people so hurried her up the long steel ramp that Cassie, clinging to 
her coat-tail, screamed with fright. Though she already had two split 
baskets on one arm and Amos on the other, she tried to pick up the 
child, but could not bend among rhe pushing, tightly-packed bodies. 
The crowd bore her through the gate, and at once there was more 
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room, but no Clovis and no sign of the other children. She backed 
away a little, got Cassie out of the jam, and stood looking about her 
with quick, frightened glances. Where were the children, and where 
was Clovis? Panic overtook her when she realised that the last of the 
people were off the train. The rushing now was towards the train 
gate. Maybe the youngens had got scared and turned back. She 
wanted to rub her eyes, but realised that neither hand was free. 
How did the children look? The colours of their new clothing had 
evaporated from her head. 

She took an uncertain step back towards the gate, and stood on tip- 
toe trying to see down the ramp. Something hit her on the shin. She 
saw a little cart of suitcases pushed by a man in a red cap. He gave 
her a mean look and said, “Look where you’re going, lady.” 

She stepped backwards. One split basket hit something. She 
turned, and a woman’s eyes under a red scarf glared at her, and a 
wide red mouth said, “Hillbilly,” spitting the words as if they shaped 
a vile thing to be spewed out quickly. 

Then almost under her clbow' a voice was crying, “Mom, you've 
mint yer new hat. It’s knocked ever whichaway.” And an instant 
later, “Mom, can I go git me a coke? Reuben won’t let me go an 
they’s a coke place right by.” 

She tried to put a tone of authority into her voice. “Enoch, hush 
an grab holt a Cassie here an git her out a this. Let go a me, honey, 
and take Enoch's hand. He’ll git ye out. Enoch, where’s Reuben 

an ” Her eyes had chanced upon Reuben and Clytie. Tlicy stood 

on a bench, looking at her over the heads of (he people. 

She reached the bench at last, and the childrcji got oil' and gave 
her the place they had saved for her. She dropped upon it and 
sat breathing hard, with the baskets still on her arms, though 
Amos slid down and stood by her knee. The older children stared 
at her, more surprised by her strange weak ways than by all the 
goings on around them. Clytie reached and straightened lier 
hat, took the baskets from her, and set them on the floor. “You 
look peaked. Mom,” she .said. “You ain't a-gitten train sick like 
Cassie?” 

Gertie shook her head. “I’m all right, but 1 thought you youngens 
was lost.” 

Clytie smiled at her mother’s fear, hesitated, then looked to Enoch 
as if for help. He nodded, and she said, “Mom, you need some good 
hot cawfee. Couldn’t we uns take some money an buy somethen 
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.an set on one a them stools an eat it? I seen their prices, an you can 
git a bowl a oats fer a quarter, an ” 

Enoch begged, “Aw, come on. Mom, but me. I’d ruther have a 
coke.” 

“You can buy a whole box a oats fer less’n ” 

Gertie felt the shivering Cassie, met Reuben’s interested look. 
They did need some hot food. The half-bushel basket of cake and 
pic and fried ham and chicken sandwiches Aunt Kate had fixed for 
them yesterday morning was still half full; but the basket food, 
warmish, slightly smelly, had gagged her even when it was fresh, and 
Cassie would never touch it. 

Amos tweaked Clytic’s coat. “Oats,” lie said. 

Clytic understood her mother’s face: “You come too. Mom.” 

Gertie shook her head, “You uns go on an eat.” She fished in her 
pocket, brought out a dollar bill, and then a quarter. She looked an 
instant at the money before handing it to Clytie. “Back home that ud 
keep us in oats an sugar fer sweetenen more’n a month.” 

“Detroit’s dilf'rcnt,” Clytic said, then comforted, “an recollect 
Pop’s a-maken big money.” She took Amos with one hand and 
reached for Cassie with the other, but Cassie clung to Gertie. 

“1 ain’t hungry,” she said, her teeth chattering 

The others went away, then overhead, like thunder speaking un- 
known tongues, voices boomed. Though they had heard the same in 
Cincinnati, both jumped and looked up. Cassie snuggled against 
Gertie, buried her lace in her lap, shivering, whispering, “What is it. 
Mom?” 

“list some kind a contraption to tell people about trains, I 
rcckcn,” Gertie said, and pulled the child close against her. “Don’t 
be afeared now. Pretty soon your pop’ull be here to take us to our 
pretty new home.” 

“Will Gyp be a-comen pretty soon?” 

“In a little while — mebbe. But he'll be fine with yer Granma 
Nevcls. Su'gar Bell needs a little company. But soon as we git 
settled in a place with a big yard we’ll send fer him, that is, if we don't 
go back right away.” 

Cassie was silent, her face pressed into Gertie’s lap. Her shoulders 
shook with sobs, or maybe it was only shivers ; it was so cold. Gertie's 
feet were cold on the dirty cement floor, puddled with snow water. 
Gusts of cold from opening doors hit her legs and went up her dress 
tail like wandering icicles. She missed the heavy man’s shoes, the 
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heavy socks, the long-tailed, full-skirted dresses of her own making; 
the new coat was skimpy, the rayon dress, also ordered by her mother, 
was skimpier still. 

She was glad when a tall, raw-boned woman weighted down with 
children and baggage plopped down almost upon her. It gave her an 
excuse to take Cassie on her lap and press her tightly against her 
body. This, and the wrapping of her own coat over Cassic’s bare blue 
legs, seemed to warm them both. “You'll hafta be gitten her some 
snow pants,” the woman said when she had got her breath a little, 
shifted the baby to her other arm, clamped the child of walking size 
between her knees, and looked at Cassie. 

Gertie turned to her, the beginnings of a smile thawing some of the 
frozen terror from her bleak eyes; for the voice sounded like back 
home, booming out through the nose like Ann Liz Cramer’s as the 
woman w'ent on, “It's terrible cold up here right on till summer.” 
She looked at the split baskets by Gertie's feet, shook her head over 
Cassie. “Pore little thing, her runnen an playen days is over.” 

“Mebbc not,” Gertie said. 

“She’ll git killed in trall'ic, then.” 

•Traffic?” 

“You know, everthing’s on wheels; (hat's traffic. Detroit’s worse'n 
Wilier Run. It ain’t no place fer people.” 

Gertie nodded, remembering the red sign on the pine tree. “They 
tried to bag ever man in our country olf up to that place. But 1 recken 
they give em good money, an mebbe don't work cm too hard.” 

“W'ork? They about kilt my man.” She glanced about her, then 
moved so close to Gertie her breath came in her face, “lie's a big 
strong man. There never was a team a mules he couldn't outlast a- 
breaken cotton ground — we're frum west Tennessee. I Ic went to jine 
up, come Pearl Harbor, but th fools w'ouldn’t have him ; said he was 
deef in one yer.” 

She sighed, then went on, “They claimed it was his patriotic duty 
to go to this Wilier Run. Me wasn’t one a them big farmdrs. An alter 
this youngen come,” she tapped the older child, “he bagged me oil' 
up there too. Said he was gocn crazy; said they was killcn him. 
Soon’s I could wean this biggest un, I got me a job an drawed wages 
— worked some. Th neighbour women an me, we took turns minden 
youngens, an 1 worked till six weeks afore this baby come.” 

She was silent a moment, gathering words, remembering. Then 
after a kind of sigh and headshake, like a person who has been too 
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long under water, she began again. “An I expect they are a killen 
him. But [ couldn’t stand it no longer, jist couldn’t. An anyhow 
we’d saved up enough to git us a tractor. But, Lord, it took some 
saven. An, God, th way we’ve lived. No water, no electric inside our 
shack at first. An swampy with mosquiters in summer, you couldn’t 
set still. And then all winter you froze. Lord, it was awful.’’ 

She stopped again, sighing, shaking her head. “Ever night he’d 
come home looken peaked an wore out as a colicky baby with a 
touch a til sun, an I’d say, ‘What they have you a-doen today, honey?’ 
An he’d say, ‘The same damn’ thing, a-walkcn ahint some super- 
intendent that didn’t know where he was a-goen.’ Er mebbe he’d say 
‘Jist a-standen till they needed me.’ Lots a nights he’d git in at mid- 
night an I’d say, ‘Well, honey, I bet you stretched them muscles on 
overtime.’ And he’ say, ‘Time and a half I’ve made this night fer 
waiten overtime. Tliey sure made plenty a plus on me this day.’ ’’ 

“Plus?” Gertie asked. 

The woman nudged her with one bony elbow. “Don’t say hit so 
loud. Depots like this is jist lined with FBI. But you know what th 
men say when they make cm stand around, ‘Th more cost, th more 
plus.’ ” The w'oman’s voice had dropped to a hoarse whisper. 
“These big men that owns these factories, th gover’mint gives em 
profits on what things cost — six cents on th dollar I’ve heard say. So 
ever time they can make a thing cost two dollars slid a one” — she 
winked slowly at Gertie — “they're six cents ahead, an everbody’s 
happy. Th more men, th more plus fer th owners, th more money an 
more men fer them unions. 1 digger.” she went on after a moment’s 
reflective smoothing of her diess, “thet Luke, he’s jist a plus. He 
can’t hep it. His baby brother’s kilt already.” 

“Th county pajier an th radio an them signs on th trees alius said 
them men was bad needed at Wilier Run — tu win th w'ar,” Gertie said. 

“To make more plus.” The woman’s voice dropped even lower. 
“Whar's th bftmbcrs thcy'ie made? In their coat pockets.” 

The voice in the roof was booming again, and the woman ex- 
claimed, “Lordy, I'd better be a-gitten in line er I’ll bo standen 
holden this yoimgcn all th way to Louisville like 1 done with his 
brother a-comen up. Mebbe,” she went on, standing now, the baby’s 
head wedged into her shoulder to protect him from the jolting crowd, 
her purse clutched across his stomach where she could see it, suitcase 
handle and the child’s wrist gripped in the other hand, ticket pinned 
with three small safety-pins on her coat lapel, “you’d better jist turn 
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around and go back home with me.” She lingered a moment, lier 
eyes more kindly than prying as they went from the split basket 
to Gertie’s hard-palmed hands, then up to the new hat. “It’ll be 
gardenen time afore you know it, back home, an — well, recollect 
you ain’t on no cost plus.” 

Gertie managed to smile, though her voice was husky as she said 
with a little headshake. “Mebbc I’ll have a good garden patch up 
here — if we stay till spring.” 

“I hope so,” the woman said, walking away now. She glanced 
once over her shoulder, then a hurrying soldier bumped her, a sailor 
fell in behind her, and slie was gone. 

Gertie realised she w'as shivering again. She sprang up, and was 
standing looking first this way and tlicn that when she saw Clylic 
carrying colTcc steaming in a paper cup. In her bewilderment Clytic 
seemed to be returning from a direction opposite to that in which she 
had gone. “Drink it quick. Mom, fore it gits cold,” Clytic com- 
manded, “an you’ll feel better.” 

“I don’t feel bad,” Gertie said, but drank tb.e coflec gratefully, 
though it W'as weak with a dirty, dishwatery taste, and they had put 
sugar in it. The others came back, Enoch last, running, shrilling in 
breathless e.xcitement, “1 seed Dcc-troit, Mom. It's a-snowen like I 
ain’t never seed. Th snow in Dcc-troit don't fall down, it goes cross- 
wise. An it ain't cold like we thought, fer th snow's mclten. An, 
Mom, I seed a million cars. Let’s git gocn.” 

“I’m a-waiicn fer ycr pop,” Gertie said. “Shorcly he’ll knock off 
frum work long enough tu come an meet us. We don’t want tu be 
gone when he comes.” 

“Pop didn’t sound pime blank certain in his letter like he’d meet 
us,” Clytic said, and the same eagerness that overfiowed Enoch was 
reflected in her eyes as she insisted, “That's why he give us th address 
an told us to git a cab.” 

The cliildrcn’s eyes were now' all upon Gertie, waittng, expecting 
her to get the baggage that Joe Tec, the ticket agent al the Valley, 
had taken after putting a ticket on each piece and giving her a 
ticket to match. .She had seen none of it since. Where was it now? 
Where were the bedclothes, the dishes packed in boxes, and, above 
all, the block of wood she had sent by express, fhese things she had 
understood were not to come for some days, but were they lost? 
Was everything lost? She looked wildly about her, fixed her glance 
at last on Enoch, who was begging, “(iivc me th tickets an me an 
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Reuben can go. We can carry it all. I seed the people a-standen in 
Une.” 

Clytie shoved in front of Enoch. “Let me go. Mom. I’m the 
biggest.” 

“I can do it good as you can,” Enoch cried, and while he and 
Clytie argued Gertie laid down the new handbag of her mother’s 
buying and fumbled in her coat pocket. She had pinned the ticket 
stubs and baggage checks in one pocket along with what had seemed 
money enough and to spare for the journey, but now in her con- 
fusion all were mixed in the mental map of her pocket. Clytie 
watched her fumblings with shamed embarrassment and scolded, 
“Mom, you’d ought to use your new purse.” 

Enoch looked at her and giggled, speaking so shrilly that a 
drowsing soldier roused enough to look at them and smile. “Mom, 
you look like a body out a th f unny papers, an yer hat’s still crooked.” 

. “ ‘Honour thy fath ’ ” she began. She found the baggage 

checks. “Git it,” she said, shoving them towards Clytie. 

The three older ones went away after Clytie had pointed out a door 
near which she was to wait, and brushed aside Gertie’s feeble argu- 
ments that maybe they had better wait a little longer for Clovis. 
Gertie, however, continued for a few minutes longer where Clytie had 
left her. She craned her Iicad, searching in all directions, but looking 
longest and most hopefully towards an outside door through which a 
constant stream of people came and went. At last, with a troubled 
headshake, she loaded Amos on one arm, the baskets on the other, 
directed Cassic to hold her coa^ tail, and went to the door by the sign 
directing people to the cxib stand, the one Clytie had pointed out to 
her. 

She waited near the swinging doors that let the sharp cold in, and 
where the passing people were constantly knocking against the 
baskets and bumping the children. Once again she heard, in the 
sharp, broken-into-pieces language, the word ‘hillbilly’. A clock 
above the dbor told her it w'as only a little past nine, but it seemed it 
must be dinner-time before the older children came. 

She took a rope-tied orange crate packed w'ith clothing and cook- 
ware on to her hip, and with the baskets on her other arm followed 
Clytie through the door. Cold wings like snatching hands tore at 
them. 

Her hat went blowing, rolling in front of her. She grabbed it at 
last, jammed it hard down into the basket, and strode on. The wind. 
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as if it had fingers, unbuttoned the new coat that billowed first behind 
her, then whipped about her legs as if in this place all directions 
were north. All around, sharp and cutting as white sand flying, the 
snow whirled, making it hard to see as they hurried down a sloping 
sidewalk. She knew only that all her own were there. Reuben was in 
front with her mother’s round-topped trunk made of tin pressed into 
the shapes of roses on his shoulders, Enoch next with Clovis's old 
paper suitcase, split down one corner and tied with lishline, then 
Clytie staggering with tlie weight of a fruit-jar box of clothing under 
each arm. Gertie followed with her load, and behind her came the 
younger children, who tried to shield themselves from the wind and 
snow by burying their faces in her coat-tail. 

They stopped at the end of a long line of silent people. They were 
people who looked much like those she had seen on the train: 
women like herself, clutching boxes and babies, shivering in huddles 
of toe-hopping, teeth-chattering children ; the girls especially sutlered,. 
dressed as they were, like her own girls, in shortish coats and flimsy 
rayon dresses, their unbooted feet in low shoes and socks. The men 
and boys with trouser legs between them and the cold were some- 
what warmer, but all seemed, like herself, cold, bewildered, dirty. 

Two slowly moving cabs passed on their way towards the head of 
the line. But one stopped when a rcd-jovvled man with a small bag 
and a large stomach ran out of the door and dow'ti the walk, waving a 
bill which he seemed to have had ready in his hand. The man 
who had never waited was taken into the cab and driven away, 
followed by the angry cries and even curses of many in the line. 

A gust of wind, wild as March and cold as if the sun had died, 
whirled words and cries away. Gertie put down her load, caught up 
Cassie and put her under her coat. The skimpy thing would not 
button over the two of them but she held it together as best she could 
with her arms crossed widely over her bosom. Her ears that had at 
first tingled, then hurt, were now so numb she could no longer Icel 
her hair blowing about them. ' 

She slid Cassie to the ground, and from the Josiah basket took an 
old woollen baby’s blanket of her mother’s crocheting. Shg was fold- 
ing it diddy-wisc to put on her head when, through a lull in the wind, 
she heard a shivering sobbing. She looked around and saw, only two 
people away in the ever lengthening line, the little girl mother from 
Georgia who had wondered on the train if it would be cold up in 
Grayling where her man was. She was trying to bundle herself and 
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the baby, wrapped only in a sleazy cotton blanket, together under her 
thin coat, not much longer than a man’s shirt-tail. Her words to the 
woman in front of her came in a shivering whimper, “Who’d ha 
thought it ud be so cold in th fall thisaway?” 

“Here, put this over that youngen,” Gertie called above the wind, 
and reached the blanket to her. She saw, more than she heard 
through the wind, the girl’s shivering, “Oh, thank you,” and again, 
“Thanks,” 

Cabs came slowly in, and the line moved slowly ahead, though 
soon Gertie’s feet in the new thin shoes and rayon stoekings grew so 
numb it was easier to stand still than to move. Amos and Cassie took 
turns crying, and even Enoch, who kept insisting it couldn’t be cold 
because the snow was melting in the street, got so shivery he could 
hardly talk. Though the early-morning greyness had never lifted 
from the town, it seemed it must be milking time when at last their 
turn for a cab came. They were hardly inside before the driver, a 
little wizened black-eyed man, was asking, “Where to, lady?” He 
did not look at them again as he pulled away from the kerb, steering 
with a forearm while liis hands unscrewed the red top from a vacuum 
bottle. 

Gertie began another frantic fumbling with numb fingers for the 
address pinned down in her pocket, but Clytie said, smooth as a 
preacher, “18911 Merry Hill.” 

“And where is Merry Hill?” the driver asked, able to use one 
whole hand now' for steering. One was enough to hold the vacuum 
bottle while ho drew the stoppe with his teeth. 

“It’s dost to where my pop works, an he works at th Flint plant,” 
Enoch said. 

“Old man Flint’s got plants all over town, all over th world,” the 
drive said. 1 Ic stopped the ciir, then holding the bottle low, close to 
his chest with one hand, the rod cup in the other, said, “I gotta have a 
li’l drink u collee.” 

Then he \fas unable to pour for the laughter shivering his shoulders 
when Gertie begged, “Don’t put us out. Somebody must know 
where is this Merry Hill.” 

“Lady, Ihey's cops watchen this light,” he answered, the soundless 
laughter subsiding enough for him to pour. 

Gertie saw the light like a red eye blinking through the whirling 
snow, and siit silent, mystified. Biu Enoch, w'ho sat in a strange little 
seat next to the driver, though backward to him, squirmed around 
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to look, then nodded knowingly. “It’s like the second reader, th red 
lights an th green. An look, lookee. Mom, they’s two policemen in a 
car. I’ll bet pretty soon we see one a-standen on a corner like in th 
story.” And Enoch bounced on his knees with excitement until the 
driver turned on him in exasperation, reminding him that he was 
trying to drink coffee. “It don't steam like hot coffee,” Enoch said, 
considering the red cup. 

“It’s cold,” the driver said, swallowing coffee, turning to look at 
the policemen in the near-by car. 

“It don't smell like coffee,” Enoch said, wrinkling his nose with a 
sniff. 

“Th smell froze,” the driver said, holding the coffee with one hand, 
driving under the green light w ith the other. 

“It’s not cold,” Enoch said, “not real cold. The snow’s mclten.” 

The driver’s shoulders quivered again; the laughter so liard it made 
his head bob close to the steering-wheel. Enoch never noticed the 
shaking shoulders; he was exclaiming, “Lookee, they's throe police- 
men in that car, but in th second rciidcr they’re a-w'alken a beat er a- 
standen on a corner.” 

“Detroit don’t go by no second reader, bub. You’ll hardly never 
see one policeman butcha’ull see a million in Detroit. Since u riots 
they go mostly in prowl cars, three by threes, sometimes two by 
twos.” 

“What’s a prowl car?” Enoch wanted to know. 

“It’s u car cops prowls in. Cops gotta prow l.” 

“But what do they prowl after?” E.noch insisted. 

“Mean people, of course,” Clytic said. 

The driver nodded, laughing. “Sure, sure that second reader’s 
right. Cops, they never go after nothen but mean people.” 

“But didn’t you learn that in th second reader?” E.noch insisted. 
“Don’t they teach it up here?” 

“I wouldn’t know,” the driver said. “When I went* through that 
second reader forty years ago down in Alabam, they didn't teach us 
how to live in Detroit like they do little Kentuckians now.” 

Clylie giggled. “Mow’d you know where we was frum?.” 

“I’ve met youse atta station through two world wars. I oughta 
know.” Mis mocking eyes .searched the mirror in front of him for 
Gertie’s face. “An 1 bet youscs gonna go back pretty soon with 
money enough saved futu buy a farm, one a dem big bluegrass farms. 
Huh?” 



143 


Gertie tried to look away, but the cab windows, except for the bits 
of the windshield kept clean by the wipers, were so coated with snow 
and frost that for all the view that gave they might have been steel. 
She could only stare straight ahead, feeling the eyes on her face, 
sharp like the cold, when Clytie cried, “Mama’s crazy after land uv 
her own. flow’d you know?” 

“Everybody is. Th Japs and u Germans, too. I ligger,” he went on, 
stopping for another light, “that about a million people has come to 
Detroit, all gonna git rich an buy u little patch a land back home.” 

“J don’t want nothen fancy,” Gertie said, somehow goaded into 

speech. “I know we can save enough — more than ” The black 

eyes were laugliing, a laughter without mirth, not mean, not making 
fun of her; more like he laughed at something she could not see — or 
imagine. 

“That's fine, lady,” he said when they were moving again. “Keep 
on knowen youscs gonna have land. But if you do forgit, yukun 
remember land is free in heaven like that pic inu sky.” 

“What's pie in th sky?” Enoch asked. 

“Gotta keep siuit, kid. Th Red Squad would have us both inu 
clink; me fu propigating un-American doctrines, you fu listening.” 

“What’s th clink?” Enoch asked, and immediately after, “What's 
the Red Squad?” 

“Things yu don’t learn about, not even inu sixth reader, an soyu 
don’t necdii know. Now where inu hell is Merry Hill? Inu housing 
project.” He was driving slowly now, in a great press of cars. 

Gertie shook her head over tuc strange words, but Clytie nodded, 
“I recken it's a great big house like where city people lives, three, 
four storeys high.” 

“An we’ll ride th elevator,” Enoch said, “like in that story about 
th city children in th third reader.” 

“Yeah,’ the driver said, drawling the word, laughing again. 

Gertie looked at him and pressed Cassic more tightly against her. 
All of them* even Enoch, were silent, staring straight ahead through 
the snow, where there was little to be seen but the red eyes of cars 
moving away in the grcyncss and the yellow eyes of cars coming on. 
Gertie scratched a hole in the frost on the w indow, but when the frost 
had swallowed the hole she did not scratch again. 

She had wanted very much to sec the sky, or if not the sky at least 
some bit of brightness. There should be the warm-looking, lighted 
windows of stores, and crowds of people. Instead, she saw only a 
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few grey, wind-battered shapes hurrying down dirty streets past dead- 
faced grey buildings. She wished Enoch would hush. He was asking 
the driver now if airplanes could fly in such weather. 

“Sure, sure,” the driver said, and then asked, “Tliat new home 
close tudu airport?” 

“Real close, niy pop wrote.” 

The driver nodded. “We're inu right direction, bub. East side. 
Dey’ve been builden housing projects close tudu airport.” 

“What’s a housen project?” Clytie wanted to know. 

“Houses th gover’ment builds fu war workers that don’t need 
elevators.” 

“Like coal-camp houses. My Aunt Meg lives in one, an it’s not so 
bad. She’s got a big porch an a pretty good garden, but it’s kind a 
smoky.” 

The little man considered. “Double th smoke, leave otl'ii porch, 
halve u house, bury u garden, the\’d maybe be about u same. 1 
wouldn’t know.” 

The children fell silent as the driver, after much slow turning and 
slow driving through the narrow, crowded streets, aimc ai last to a 
straight, wide street, half buried in the ground, bounded by grey 
cement walls and crowded with airs and monstrous truck-like 
contraptions such as none of them had ever seen. Here there were no 
lights to stop them, and tliey went so fast that Gertie could only sit 
shivering, staring straight ahead, or blinking and crouching over 
Cassie when they shot under bridges carrying more cars, buses, and 
even trains. The wind prised at the doors and tlie windows, finding 
every crack; and as there seemed to be no heat in the cab all of them 
v/ere as cold, almost, as when they had waited on the sidewalk. 

The unbroken rush past the grey walls and under the bridges ended 
at last. There followed more turnings down narrow streets, strange 
streets that, though crowded, seemed set at times in empty lields until 
one saw a slowly moving switch engine or a mountainodis pil<' of coal 
blow'n free of snow. The smoke thickened, and Ihroiigh it came 
sounds such as they had never heard; sometimes a broken clanking, 
sometimes a roar, sometimes no more than a murmuring,- and once a 
mighty thudding that seemed more like a trembling of the earth than 
sound. “Boy, I’d hate to live by one a them big press plants,” the 
driver said, then asked of them ail, “Don’tchas know where youscs 
at? Right in u middle a some a Detroit’s pride and glory — war 
plants.” 
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Enoch kept twisting around to see, but there was little to be seen 
save blurred shapes through the snow and smoke. The railroad 
tracks multiplied, and twice jangling bells and red lights swinging in 
the wind held them still while long freight trains went by with more 
smoke rolling down and blotting out the world. It seemed suddenly 
to Gertie as Lf all the things she had seen — the blurred buildings, the 
smokestacks, the monstrous pipes wandering high above her, even 
the trucks, and the trains — as if all these were alive and breathing 
smoke and steam, as in other places under a sky with sun or stars the 
breath of warm and living people made white clouds in the cold. 
Here there seemed to be no people, even the cars with their rolled-up. 
windows, frosted over like those of the cab, seemed empty of people, 
driving tliemsclves through a world not meant for people. 

They drove for a long while through the sounds, the smoke and 
steam, past great buildings which, though filled with noise, seemed 
empty of life. They were stopped again on the edge of what looked to 
be an endless field of railroad tracks, to wait while a long train of flat 
trucks went by. Each truck carried one monstrous, low'-slung, heavy- 
bodied tank, the tank grey-green, wearing a star, and holding, like the 
black feelers of some giant insect reaching for the sky, two guns. 
Gertie, hoping for something better to see, scratched another hole in 
the window frost. She was just turning away in disappointment when 
the whirling snow, the piles of coal, the waiting cars, the dark tanks 
moving, all seemed to glow with a faint reddish light. The redness 
trembled like light from a flame, as if somewhere far away a piece of 
hell had come up from undeii-round. 

She rubbed her eyes, then turned and looked through the wind- 
shield, but saw in puzzled wonder the redness still. Then Enoch was 
crying, all in a jiggle of excitement, “Lookee — they's a fire.” 

“That’s whitc-iiot steel, bub,” the driver said. “They’re maken a 
pour. Yu needn’t be in such u hurry to see. I’ll bet that steel mill’s 
one a yu closest neighbours. We’re gitten close to Merry Hill.” 

“1 hope ifs a high hill,” Enoch said, “w here I can see all over th 
country.” 

“Oh, it’ll be a hill all right, covered with cat-tails an weeping 
willows.” 

“Weepen willers don’t grow on hills, ’ Enoch said. 

“Detroit willers grows on Detroit hills,” the driver said. 

They went on a^xin at last, but the red glow followed them. The 
frost on the car windows was at times a reddish pink, as it bits ot 
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blood had frozen with the frost. They crossed another railroad, only 
two tracks this time, and past the tracks she saw no factories, only 
the cars moving between what seemed to be snowy fields on either 
side. The driver turned into a side road, then cursed as the car 
skidded in the powderlike snow, unmelted here. He rolled the window 
down, and drove more slowly, looking. 

Gertie looked as he looked, and ihrough the twisting, whirling 
curtain of spioke and snow she saw across a Hat stretch of land flame 
and red boiling smoke above grey, shed-like buildings. Closer were 
smaller smokes and paler lights about black heaps of rock-like stuff 
strewn o\er a grey wasteland of rusty iron and railroad tracks. She 
jumped, Cassie squealed, and even Enoch ducked his head when 
there came an instant of loud humming, followed by a bone- 
shattering, stomach-quivering roar. The plane was big, and seemed 
no higher tlian the telephone poles as it circled, fighting for altitude. 
There were sc\eral loud pops, but the roar gradually lessened as the 
plane climbed higher, then was drowned in the clank and roar of the 
steel mill. 

The driver was shaking his head. “Bov, if that thing fell it would 
flatten out all a Merry Hill.” 

“Merry Hill?” Gertie asked, looking round her. 

“This is it. Them houses is all Merry Hill, and if u sign's right we 
go back towards u railroad tracks an u steel-mill fence.” I le nodded 
towards a battered sign on a grey pole, holding no words, only rows 
of numbers. 

Gertie for the first time really looked at the rows of little shed-like 
buildings, their low roofs co\ered with snow, the walls of some 
strange grey-green stuff that seemed neither brick, wood, nor stone. 
.She had glimpsed them briefly when they turned into the side road, 
but had never thought of them as hoiiies. She had hardly thought of 
them at all, they were so little and so still against the quivering 
crimson light, under the roaring aeroplane, so low after the giant 
smokestacks. ' 

Clytie, after one long look, gasc a quivering sigh of disappoint- 
ment; then m a moment she was Clytie again, forever looking at the 
best. “They ain't got no porches or fenced yards, but they’re long. 
They’ll be plenty big fer us.” 

“Fuyu an five more families — count u doi)rs. Youscs lucky to git a 
good place like this. Town’s full u people sleeping twelve tu u room, 
in shifts three to u bed, an ” The driver was laughing so hard as 
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he turned into a narrow alley that he scraped a tipsily leaning trash 
can, spilling tin cans and cindery ashes on to the snow. 

A few feet farther on, the car stopped, but Gertie, thinking the 
driver was still searching, did not move. She stared straight ahead 
past the dirty alley snow, littered with blowing bits of paper, tin cans, 
trampled banana skins and orange peels, at a high board fence. 
Past the fence she saw what looked to be an empty, brush-grown 
field; but while she looked a train rushed past. Evei*ything was 
blotted out in the waves of smoke and steam that blew down; tiny 
cinders whirled with the snow against the windshield, and the smell 
and taste of smoke choked her. The noise subsided enough that she 
could hear the driver say, “Well, this is it.” 

The children, who had been gaping at the train, turned and looked, 
and, like Gertie, sal silent, looking. A few feet away across a strip of 
soot-blackened snow were four steps leading to a door with a glass 
top, set under low, icicle-fringed caves. There was on either side the 
door a little window; in front of one was a grey coal-shed; in front of 
the other a telephone pole, and by it a grey short-armed cross. The 
door was one in a row of six, one other door between it and the rail- 
road tracks. Gertie turned sharply away, and across the alley her 
glance met another door exactly like hci own. 


CHAPTER TWELVE 

CjTERTIE stood, her outspre id hands pressed against the door, 
closed behind her. She realised she stood in the kitchen of her new 
home, but it seemed more like a large closet with rows of uncurtained 
shelves above a sink, and smotheringly crowded with curious 
contrivances. A few feet in front of her was a doorless doorway into a 
small, hall-likt living-room. In this room, no more than a dozen feet 
past the doorway, \\as another outside door, exactly opposite and 
exactly like the one behind her. The place seemed all halls and walls 
and doors and windows. 

“It's so little. Mom. We cain’l never cook an eat an ” Clytie's 

voice wavered, then died as she stared at a large black heating-stove 
in a corner by the doorway. 

Gertie continued to stand a moment longer, staring, choking, 
swallowing hard to prove to herself that she was not choking. “I 
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figger,” she said in a moment, “that it’s about twenty-five feet frum 

inside to outside. If it jist w'asn’t broke up so, but we can ’’ 

Clytie, she realised, had disappeared like the rest of the children. She 
heard their cries and comments of exploration behind the kitchen 
walls. She drew a deep breath, then took the few steps to the other 
outside door. She opened tlie inner door, and scraped a hole in the 
dirt and frost on the outer door. She saw across a narrow strip of 
soot-blackened snow another building exactly like her own, telephone 
wires and poles, smoke, steel-mill light, and steam. She suddenly bent 
close to the glass, smiling. Quickly slic scraped the hole larger, then 
looked again; dim it had been through the steam and the smoke, and 
far away on the other side of the railroad fence, but it was a hill. She 
turned away; when seen more clearly the hill had become a great pile 
of coal. 

She struck her shin-bone against a chair as she closed the door. 
She bent to rub the pain, sharp in her half-numb leg, and in bending 
her hips struck a corner of the low head of a cot-like bed. There was 
between the door and wall room for the head of the narrow bed, and 
on the other side of the door almost room for a chair. Touching the 
chair was a sofa, holding three cushions of some slippery, rubbery 
material. The wood of the sofa, like that of the cliair, was a pale but 
shiny oak. 

She stood a moment, her hands clenched by her sides, tlien care- 
fully walked through the narrow space between bed and sofa. Two 
halls, scarce wider than her shoulders, led to tlie bathroom and the 
three bedrooms. Two of these were big enough for a double bed and 
four chairs each. The other was smaller still, but into it two single 
beds were jammed so close together there was no room to walk 
between them. 

Clytie bumped her as she turned away. “Mom, they ain't no 
dressers, an no looken-glass, but I bet they's twenty chairs, all alike. 
An jist one table fer all our cooken an eaten.” 

Clytie’s voice had grown closer and closer to sobs, and Gertie 
patted her shoulder. “1 reckon th gover’ment thinks people won’t be 
a-doen much in their houses but setten an sleepen. An anyhow it 

won’t be fer long an ” she was comforting when linoch's laughter 

and Amos’s frightened scream came from the other side of the 
kitchen. She bumped into the stove as she whirled towards the 
sound. Amos, water dripping from his hair, came running, with 
Enoch behind him, explaining between giggles, “He dumb into a 
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little box uv a thing, Mom, an turned a round thing an water squirted 
all over.” 

Cassie trailed behind them, whimpering, “Th water stinks. Mom.” 

“It’s city water, silly,” Clytie explained. “It’s purified like in th 
health books, and that thing in th bathroom, it’s a shower, like in th 
catalogue.” 

Gertie tried a glass of water, but after one taste emptied it into the 
sink with a suspicious frown. “They’s somethen in it besides water. 
It’s worse’n that on th train.” 

Enoch was holding a match he had found above the kitchen sink 
and begging, “Light th gas. Mom. It’ll warm up Amos, an we’re all 
freezen.” 

Gertie turned to consider the little cooking-stove in a corner of the 
kitchen. The lop was hardly a fourth as big as that of her range cook- 
stove back home, and no warming-oven at all. Enoch climbed on 
the edge of the sink to watch, pointed out the knobs she must turn, 
while C lytic warned, “Watch out, Mom. Vadie Tucker — recollect 
she’d been in Cincinnati — said a body had to be mighty careful a 
gas.” 

Gertie struck a match, and held it wavcringly, looking first at the 
row of small black handles, then at the blank wall behind. “It ain’t 
got no pipe. Mebbc it ain't ready to light.” 

“I’ll bet gas stoves don’t need pipes. Go on, turn one,” Enoch 
urged. 

“I don't know which is which,” Gertie said in a whimpering voice, 
new to her. 

Enoch turned a knob Just a ■ her match went out. She reaehed for 
another, while Enoch cried, “Hurry up, Mom. I’m turnen em all 
on.” 

She struck the match and held it towards the burners, all hissing 
now. Elame leaped at her; the corner of the kitchen seemed a wall 
of flame. Site, like the children, jumped away, but her head struck a 
corner of flic row of open shelves across from the stove. She saw 
stars and whirling lights, smelled smoke, and heard the screams of the 
children. Then Reuben was slapping her forehead, Clytie was 
ihrowinc; a glass of water on her, and Enoch was laughing. Mom, 
you look so funny. Your hair’s all swinged. 

Gertie was silent, rubbing the back of her aching head while she 
stared at the stove top, where four circles of flame flickered and 
leaped with a faint singing. Enoch reached for another match. 
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“Lemme light th oven thing, Mom. I’ll strike th match an hold it by 
th holes ’fore I turn it.” 

“I ain’t a-wanten you burned up alive,” she said, and took the 
match and squatted by the open oven door. She bent, searching, 
until her hips touched the opposite side of the cubbyhole and her hair 
brushed the floor, and saw at last a ring of little holes. She told the 
children to get a safe distance away, struck the match, and held it 
under the holes, while with her other hand she tried to turn the knob 
marked ‘Oven’. 

Her fingers pulled and twisted, but the knob would not move. The 
match went out; she lighted another and tried the knob again. Still 
the shiny bit of plastic would not yield. Two more matches, two 
more tries that made even her tough fingers ache, but the little thing 
was her master still. She stared at it a moment, then got slowly to 
her feet. ‘‘I cain’t do nothen with it, youngens. I’ll build us a fire 
quick in the heaten-stove an git th place warm.” 

A large bucket that had once held paint stood by the stove, filled 
with coal. Gertie looked about for kindling. All over the place 
there was sign of Clovis — the bed with new sheets and blankets in 
which he had slept, his battered tool chest in a corner, new dishes and 
a coffee-pot, groceries — but no kindling. 

Reuben went out to the shed, but after w'hat seemed a long while 
came back empty-handed and shivering. The little wood-shed by the 
coal-house had been so covered with snow he could hardly find the 
door, and when he had found it and clawed the snow away there had 
been nothing in it but beer bottles. 

The tired, hungry, shivering children looked at Gertie, their eyes 
asking and expecting of her the warmth and food she had always 
given. She stood helplessly staring, lirst at the little knob marked 
‘Oven’, then at the cold heating-stove. ‘‘Jump around a little,” she 

advised at last. ‘‘That’ll kind a warm you up. I’ll find ” Right 

behind her, seemed like, sounded a thumping, bumping thud, .md 
then a child’s scream. She whirled, thinking one of her own was hurt, 
but they were all looking as she looked, towards the vsall of their bed- 
room by the kitchen. 

They were all silent, listening, staring at the wall until the screams 
subsided. ‘‘If we ean hear them thetaway, they can hear us, cver- 
thing we do an say,” Clytic whispered at last. 

Gertie turned again to the heating-stove. ‘‘Whatever they arc, 
they’re people.” She got a starched apron of briglitly-bcllowcred 
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feed-sacking from the trunk, and said as she tied it tightly about her 
waist, “I’m aimen tu try tu borrie some kindlen frum them — 
strangers er no.” 

Clytie looked at her mother’s singed and wind-tangled hair, the 
smear of gas soot on one cheek. “I’ll go. Mom. Nobody ud shorely 
mind loanen a little kindlen.” 

Gertie frowned over Clytie’s bare legs, smoothed her own tangled 
hair, and at last turned to Reuben. “Son, couldn’t you go? You’re 
better fixed fer Ih weather than she is.” 

The sullen look on Reuben deepened, but after a moment’s 
hesitation he went out through the ice-stuck, creaking kitchen door. 
Gertie, with Clytie helping, began to unpack the boxes and baskets. 
She had got a quilt and put the three younger ones under it on the 
bed in the room across from the bathroom, when Reuben came back. 
She saw that he had no kindling, and watched worriedly as he closed 
the door and stood a moment with his back to the room. Then, 
with no glance at her, and stumbling over the things scattered on the 
floor, he rushed into the little living-room like a chased wild animal 
hunting a place to hide. 

He pressed his face against the glass of the other outside door, and 
stood there for what seemed a long while. Gertie followed him and 
patted his shoulder, and at last he was able to tell her in a choked and 
halting voice what had happened. Me had gone first to the door on 
the side where the child had cried. The blind was pulled on the door, 
but all the same he had knocked. Finally, after he had knocked a 
second time, a little girl some bigger than Cassie had come and 
lifted up the blind and looked ..t him. She'd frowned and shaken her 
head, and then gone otf again without ever opening the door. 

lie had gone next to the door on the other side. Memories of what 
had happened there caused him to choke and clench his hands in 
anger. “Mom, I hadn’t knocked real loud, but before I was through 
a funny-talken man yelled somethen, like strange swear words, an he 
sounded nfiiddcr'n a hornet when I hadn't done a thing but knock. 
An all th time that same little ole youngen that watched us when we 
come in, why, he was a-watchen me, a-grinnen, an when I turned 
around to come home, he throwed a snowball right in my face, an 
then run olf.” 

“Now, now. honey,” Gertie said, “it won’t alius be like this. 
Recollect we'll mebbe not be here no time atall. But anyhow pretty 
soon you’ll be gocn to a big line school like Meg’s youngens has got. 
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Now, chirk up. You’ll have th little uns a-feelen bad.” She looked 
around, her sad grey eyes a little brightened when she heard Amos’s 
loud laughter as Enoch with a great spluttering, whooshing, and 
banging of chairs drove one of the big trucks he had just seen. She 
heard the creaking of the bed. Cassic knew she mustn’t jump on the 
bed, but this once would warm her up, and slie was liappy now, 
calling with the little gurgle like the old Cassic, “Look out, big truck, 
look out. They’s a rod liglit.” 

The sounds of the children were suddenly swallowed in a mighty 
thumping on the wall by the bed, while a voice boomed, "Shut off u 
racket, kids, I gotta sleep.” 

The children scuttled out, bumping into Gertie as she rushed to 
the bedroom. Cassic gave one last terrified glance towards the wall 
that had roared, then buried her face in her mother’s apron. Enoch, 
defiant, wanted to know', though in a whisper, why any man would 
be sleeping in the daytime, and Reuben, his voice hoarse with anger, 
explained, “That’s him, Mom. Th man that yelled at me.” 

Gertie picked up Cassic and Amos and went into the living-room, 
since it, like the kitchen, was in the middle, farthest from the listening 
walls. She sat with the children on the sofa, the older ones gathered 
round her; even Enoch was meek as a sheep, and silent. Reuben 
continued to stand by the front door, but was turned about now, 
looking at her. Even in the pallid light the^ i was something worse 
than anger in his eyes. Pleasure? Did he int to .say, smiling, “It 
serves you right for not buying the Tipton PKcc?” 

A gust of wind cried in the telephone wires, then shrieked in the 
chimney, and Cassie snuggled against her, begging, "Let's go back 
home. Mom, please. It’s cold.” 

Clytie, already troubled and hall frightened by Reuben’s story, 
suddenly flopped down on to the cot and dis.solvcd into sniflling 
sobs, while Amos screwed up his face and gt)l ready to break into 
his lusty bawl. Gertie knevv' it was a sin to waste any*kind of light 
in the daytime, but maybe some light would make th? C'fld grey 
place warmer. She pulled the cord hanging I’rom an unshaded 
bulb in the middle of the ceiling, and at once the hard while light 
fell over them, and their shadows lay sharp and cold on the bare 
floor. The cardboard walls shone smooth and dull, of some pale 
grey-green that made her think of a potato sprout that had never 
seen the sun. In the light the stove seemed even bigger, colder, 
and uglier with its short bent pipe and strange rusty tin skirt. 



153 


She sprang up, a child on either arm, and turned back towards the 
bedroom. “I’m aimen to put you youngens back in th bed. You’ve 
got yer shoes ofT an you’ll freeze. I’m aimen to git some kindlen — 
somehow.” 

Her voice had dropped to a whisper as she entered the bedroom 
and slid Cassie to the bed. “Now be real quiet,” she whispered, 
giving Cassie, who still clung to her arm, a little push, and at the same 
time sliding Amos down with her other arm. “You uns don’t want 

that man to ” Cassie’s hands had tightened on her arm, and 

Amos had begun to scream, “I’m afeared, I ” 

The fist — she knew it was a fist, and a big one, bigger than her own 
— banged again until it seemed the tliin cardboard wall must crack, 
and the voice roared, “Can it, kids. Can it, now. I calla cops. I 
gotta sleep.” 

Amos screamed more loudly than ever, and the fist banged again. 
Gertie, with the two of tliem in her arms, started back towards the 
li\ ing-room. Suddenly she turned short about and looked at the wall, 
still trembling from its blows. “They're afeared an they’re cold,” she 
cried, her voice so loud Clytie began a worried shushing. She heard 
the creak of a bed, a windy sigli. “Don’t be allatime scaren li’l kids, 
’sbad — build um a fire.” the voice roared back at her. 

“I cain't find no kindlen,” she cried. 

More siglis, then a knocking, low now as if to call attention 
to his presence. “Dey's boards in mu shed. Butcha gotta split 
um.” 

“I’d be much obliged,” Ciertie said, knowing more from the tone 
of his voice than his w'ords tb it lie oficred what she needed. She 
shook her head in wondci o\er the “Hokay” that followed, but 
whispered to the children, now more mystified than frightened, to be 
still and let the sick man sleep. 

She took from his shed, tliat adjoined lier own, three good-sized, 
sirangely-shaped chunks of maple wood harder and finer-grained 
tlian any sh? had ever seen. She got the hatchet liom Clovis s tool 
chest, and went out to do the splitting. 

She had just finished one of the chunks when she icaliscd that the 
same red-headed child who had watched theii coming in now stood 
bare-headed and coatless as he watched Jicr over a bottle of Coca- 
Cola tilted to his mouth. His blue, marble-like eyes were accusing 
as he said, taking the bottle from his mouth, ^ u got dat outa 
Victor’s shed. He’ll gitcha.” 
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“He knows,” she said, annoyed by tins new business of being 
watched, “I’ye got to git my youngens warm.” 

“Maw keeps her oven on when her ain't got no coal.” 

“I couldn’t,” she said. 

He finished the dirt-coloured liquid, then looked about for a bit of 
wind-swept sidewalk. He found a bare spot, and flung the bottle 
hard against it. He did not smile, but something like satisfaction 
glittered in his eyes as he looked from the sharp-edged fragments to 
Gertie, staring at the glass with her mouth open, the hatchet up- 
lifted. “Won't burn,” he said, now studying the wood that was 
damp. “Hillbilly,” he went on, looking again at Gertie, unsmiling, 
nodding a little like a child v\ho has just got the right answer to a 
problem in arithmetic. “But I'll tell hlaggie youses cold,” he said, 
running away. 

Gertie was gathering up the kindling when she realised that just 
behind her was someone else, watching. She looked round and saw, 
standing knee-deep in the drifted snow' between her door and that of 
the man who had pounded, a smallish girl-like woman, her face 
rising above two sacks of groceries, clasped one on either arm across 
her stomach. Her eyes, large, and ol‘ a peculiarly liglil, almost 
golden brown, were fixed on Gertie in a speculative sort of way. She 
held her head tipped slightly sideways as she looked at her, gum still 
between small front teeth, sharp-looking and white, like those of a 
child, behind the softly curving woman's lips. 

A gust of wind screamed down the alley banging unhooked storm 
doors in and out, w hirling snow' about the woman so that she for an 
instant .seemed a face only, peering at Gertie through the snow. 
Gertie stooped for a bit of kindling, and behind her the woman’s 
voice came, low and pretty, after the sounds from the child and the 
pounding man, “Whatcha dream about last night?” 

Gertie turned and looked at her while she repeated, “Whatcha 
dream about last night?” The girl was past her indec'ision m w, the 
speculation gone, the gum moving, then still, as she' said, almost 
plaintive, “1 gotta have a dream.” 

Gertie considered, staring at her; little she was, and dressed in 
boots, slacks and a plain dark blue jacket, but even with the wind 
blowing snow over her and the groceries hiding her breasts the 
womanliness of her was plain. She made her think of a heifer she'd 
had once; even when the heifer was little and unbred a body could 
see the fcmalcncss of it across a wide field. “1 didn’t,” Gertie said. 
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She hadn’t slept; she couldn’t dream; but the eyes needed a dream. 
The brown woman ' was like a dream — now. “Paradise,” Gertie 
said. 

“Paradise,” the other repeated, rolling her gum once, then holding 
it still. Her eyes were speculative again. But almost at once the girl 
was satisfied, taking the dream. “Paradise,” she said, nodding. She 
turned towards the steps behind her, then called as she fitted a key 
into the pounding man’s lock, “Yu got salt?” 

“Salt?” Gertie asked, gathering up the last of the kindling. 

She never answered, but was out again in a moment, a shiny pot in 
her hands. “Rock salt,” she said. “Yu gotta saltcha steps, or yu’ll 
break yu neck,” and she flung the little salt rocks on the steps and up 
and down the walk. 

Gertie remembered later that she had thanked her for neither salt 
nor kindling, hiioch had stuck his head out, shouting, “I fixed that 
ole contrary bake oven, Mom. You push in thet knob uv a thing, an 
then she turns. Lookee.” 

Gertie, coming in with the kindling, smiled. There was room for 
only one chair, and that sidewise to the oven door, but on it Clytie 
sat with C'assie in her lap and Amos in Cassie’s lap, so that three 
pairs of cold feet were on the let-down oven door. 

The taste of fresh outdoor air only resharpened the close, sickly 
smell of the indoors, thicker now with the oven going. Gertie 
hurried to st.art the fire in the heating-stove. She had put one match 
to the damp pile of kindling, watched it go out, and was lighting 
another, wishing for a little coal oil, wiicn someone knocked on the 
door. Even Enoch looked w orried, and Clytie scolded in whispers, 
“You youngens has been a-niakcn too much noise.” 

Enoch had the door only part-way open when there came soft 
bubbly laughter that made Gertie think of Cassie, and then, more as 
if blown in than walking, came a slim girl, with a white cloth tied 
over hair black as Reuben’s, but tine and soft and curling down 
almost to hdl- waist when she shook her head quickly to make it right 
itself after the wind. “It’s wild out there,” the girl said, smiling as if 
she loved wild weather. 

Gertie struck another match. “It makes a body need a fire.” 

“Francis— he’s my little brother— said you was cold.” She came 
over to the heating-stove and peered in. “I couldn’t find no kindling, 
but I gotcha some newspapers an bacon grease — that’s what we use — 
from Mrs. Bommorita.” She handed Gertie newspapers and small 
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pieces of some flimsy dry wood. She then dropped a piece of card- 
board holding a great gob of bacon grease, good enough for biscuit 
making, down into the stove. 

Gertie frowned on the waste of good greiisc, and her knife hesitated 
above the gift of wood. “Honey,” she said, studying it, “ain’t this a 
piece a some kind a toy?” 

The girl shrugged her shoulders, “it’s not no good, just part of a 
old doll bed.” But when she looked up at Gertie, tlicrc was in her 
eyes — bright blue and set under lashes as long and black as Cassie’s — 
a something like sorrow' for the broken bed, and her voice was 
impatient for the hurt to be finished quickly as s'ne insisted, “Go on, 
break it up. It'll make good kindling, dry like it is. I'd kept it onu 
top shelf inu hall where du kids couldn’t find it; I meant some day to 
try to glue it back, but now I’m too big fu doll beds.” 

“Why, honey, you’re not so old,” Gertie said. She broke the 
flimsy wood, but glanced swiftly at the face downbent as the eyes 
followed the broken toy into the stove. The girl watched an instant, 
then turned sharply towards the kitchen door. 

She seemed a very little child when, after looking through the half 
of the kitchen window left from the icc-bo.\, she exclaimed, “’’t'u 
know, if yu don't look high up yu can think yu gotta tree there an 
notta telephone pole. Some a th units dix:s have trees — close. Onu 
other side a da through street they’s real big trees. An one amu girl 
friends, she's got two big trees right inu yard — all her own. But her 
folks is gotta private.” 

“Private?” Gertie asked. 

“Yu know, a real house, all by itself. I’ll bet you're glad to get out 
ina big place like this — lots a room an kinda quiet.” 

Gertie gave the laughing, crying eyes a quick suspicious glance. “1 
wouldn’t call it so big ncr quiet neither,” she said. “An scan as how 
we started out to it, I reckon we’re real glad we're here.” 

“Yu outta be glad,” the girl said. “I beteha yu got pull. Yu <.ome 
to Detroit straight to a big threc-bedroom place like' this These 
houses, they’re good an warm ami rent's cheap, an they’re the only 
places in Detroit wlicrc they keep u niggers out, really keep um out — 
sagainsa law. 'I he niggers got into u last neighbourhood where wc 

lived and ” There came a bangine on the door that threatened 

to break the glass, and a child’s shrill cry of, “ fell Maggie Daly if 
her’s here her’d better git . . .” 

The girl reached for the door, but before she could open it the 
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bottle breaker had swung it wide, and was shouting, “Git home, 
Maggie, git home. Pat and Jim’s inu water fight. Water’s all over. 
Yousc better git.” 

“I’ll be there,” Maggie said, unflustcred, smiling as she turned and 
explained to Gertie that her mother had gone shopping for the day, 
and she was staying home from high school to mind the younger 
children. She pulled a small pink slip of heavy paper from her jacket 
pocket, held it out to Gertie. “Wouldn’t cha like u ticket to the 
bingo party? They’s door prizes an everything — donation’s only 
twenty-five cents, ft’s all fiida good sisters — a new piano they 
need.” 

Gertie started to shake her head, then remembered the grease and 
the doll-bed kindling. Reluctantly she reached into her pocket and 
fished out a quarter. Maggie hurried away, for Francis was scream- 
ing again. 

The chddrcn crowded around and studied the card when the girl 
was gone. But to all their questions of what was bingo, who were the 
good sisters, what did Maggie have on the little thin chain around her 
neck, Gertie could only shake her head. Clytie said, looking happier, 
“Wasn’t she pretty. Mom? An not a bit stuck up. Can I have some 
overall pants like hers? They'd be good to keep a body’s legs 
warm.” 

The fire was singing soon, not loud, as the wind in the telephone 
wires, but witii a good hearty crinking of iron and hissing of flame; 
and Gertie began the job of feeding the children out of the curious 
packages Clovis had left on the kitchen table. Tin cans she had seen, 
but never milk in a bottle. The children, warmed now, and all, even 
Reuben, happier after the coming of Maggie, crowded round her, 
hungry for bread and milk. Clytie got glasses, and the three quarts 
of milk and two loaves of bread were gone in an instant. Only Cassie 
wrinkled her nose and declared the milk tasted funny. “It’s 
pasteurised, stlly,” Clytie said, “like in th health books at school.” 

“An it’s made in a factory,” Enoch said. 

“But they’s a cow somewhere’s behind it,” Clytie said, and while 
they argued there came another knocking, low down on the door, 
like a kicking, sharp and insistent, as if the person were in a great 
hurry but, hurry or no, determined to come in. 

Gertie shoved the outer door open just as a small foot in an open- 
toed high-hcclcd slipper below a bare ankle hooked itself around the 
corner and began to pull. A dried-up, puny-looking little woman 
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came through the door, a steaming pot in one hand, a steaming 
skillet in the other. The arm of the hand that held the pot held 
together a bathrobe of some blue silk-like material quilted into a 
design of flowers and embroidered with golden peacocks. In spite of 
her eyes being squinted against the smoke of the cigarette in one 
corner of her mouth, she managed to smile as she held the pot 
towards Gertie. Her hand, freed of the pot, took the cigarette, and 
she blew two long rolls of smoke down through her nostrils, rolls so 
long that Enoch looked at her in awed admiration. 

Clytie stood still with a glass of milk halfway to her mouth, 
choking a little from a too hasty swallowing of the soft bread, and 
stared at the woman’s toenails; bright red-pink they were between the 
golden bands of the slippers. Even Cassie edged closer for a better 
look at the golden birds. Gertie, as she took the pot and smiled, 
stared in wonder at the woman’s hair. Permanent waves with many 
tight little curls such as this she had seen, but never the colour. It was 
a rich pinky gold under the buckshotty drops of snow, but the 
strangest thing about it was that the colour seemed familiar. She 
remembered at last the fat-faced child with the yellow eur dog on her 
mother's rug. The woman’s hair w'as the colour of the cur dog's. 

Gertie realised she had not thanked her for the pot, though now 
she was holding out the skillet, saying through the cloud of her 
smoke, “Here’s some corn bread to go with them beans. Th only 
kind a meal we can git round here comes in them little round boxes, 
an it ain’t no good. An th beans ain’t much. 1 run out a ration points 
an Clovis didn’t have none. I had a little bacon grease, an put in a 
dabacookenoil.” 

“It was shore nice a you to go to all a that trouble,” Gertie said, 
and added in genuine admiration, “Your bread’s bound tu be good; 
it’s mighty pretty.” 

“Oh, law” — the woman had glanced at the heating-stove — “I’m 
plum ashamed a myself. I told Clovis I’d start you tins a fire this 
mornen when I got up to git th youngens off to school, but I laid back 
down a-thinken, ‘Pretty soon I’ll git up an hunt some kindlen an git 
um a fire started.’ Th next thing I knowed, I was a smcllen them 
beans. A little minute more an they’d ha burned.” 

Gertie tried not to look at the sleazy pink rayon nightgown, its 
lace-edged bottom trailing some inches below the bathrobe, as the 
woman continued after a long pull on the cigarette, “Then soon’s I 
got up, Wheatcye, she told me, ‘Mommie, a strange boy come a 
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knockcn while you was sleepen,’ an I knowed it was one a you uns, 


“Butcha said yu’d knock my head off if I woked yu up again,” and 
a skinny, pale-haired little girl stuck her head around the half-open 
inner door. 

“Git, Wheateye,” the woman said. “I toldcha to stay home an 
start gitten ready fer school. Claude Jean an Gilbert,” she was talk- 
ing again to Gertie, “them’s mu boys — they’ll be gitten in fer lunch 
right away. If you uns needs anything like somethen frum th store er 
anything to borrie — holler. I live next door. M’name’s Meanwell — 
Sophronie, an I’m right sorry that fu the first time in six months 
when somebody does come a-kiiocken an th youngen don’t come a- 
waken me screamen, ‘Mommic,’ it hadda be one a you uns.” 

And she was gone, tlie golden slippers tripping through the snow, 
golden peacocks, smoke, and cigarette sparks whirling in the wind. 
Gertie stared after her, the pot in one hand, the skillet in the other, 
until Clytic said, “Wasn’t she dressed pretty. Mom?” and Enoch 
said, “Mom, I’ll bet she’s frum someuhercs back home. Shekinda 
talks like us,” and Cassic whispered, “Mom, I bet that’s th kind a 
shoes Ih angels wears.” 

Reuben came snilling hungrily at the beans, but Gertie was silent, 
shaking her head, staring at the door as if she could still see the 
woman past it. Clytie took the skillet and asked, “What’s th matter. 
Mom? Wasn’t it nice a her to come over? Don’t you like her?” 

Gertie spoke as if to the door. “I was jist a-thinken Mom was 
right. J ought to be up here with yer daddy. An that nightgown — a 
wearen a nightgow n this time a day. A body could see right through 

it an ” She realised that Clytic was listening with too much 

attention. She turned away from the door too sharply, and struck 
her hip on a corner of the sink. 

Her uneasy wondcrings on Clovis were smothered out by an ever 
growing awaVeness of the pale walls, the overcrowded little rooms, 
and the air that with the unvcntilated gas stove going grew even 
worse than that on the train, something thick and dirty that burned 
her nose and gave her eyes a heavy, sleepy feeling. Several times she 
tried opening the outer kitchen door for a bit of breath, but each 
time the wind knocked it back and forth so violently the glass 
seemed ready to break. The windows seemed to have been made to 
let in light only. None of them would open at the top at all, and only 
two of the bottom sashes were neither stuck nor frozen shut. Once 
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these were opened, there was still the second pane of glass; true, a 
body could open three little holes in the bottom of the fi'ame, but the 
bit of wind that came through seemed only to make the floor colder 
without freshening the air. 

She had turned the oven olf as soon as the coal stove began to 
throw out heat, but during supper-getting she not only had to turn it 
on again to bake the cornbread, but also keep most of the burners 
going. Soon some curious moisture in the air made the kitchen wet 
as a dripping stewpan. Condensing steam ran down the windows in 
rivulets and dripped from the gas and water pipes that ran through 
the kitchen, the bathroom and one bedroom; more water made an 
oozy sweating on the walls. 

The cook-stove itself turned out to be a contrary little thing; she 
was always turning the wrong knob, and tw ice slie burned her fingers 
on pot handles that had got across the next flame. Worse, she was 
always hurrying up to it, thinking she had let the fire go out. She 
would stoop, reaching for wood, each time remembering only when, 
instead of the wood-box back home, she saw tlie grey cement of the 
floor. 

She was continually bumping into the children, especially Cassie. 
She had just shooed her from underfoot again when a brassy-voiced 
man cried from the bedroom belrind the kitchen, “Now, don't 
forget, tell your mother about Tootsie Rootsics, the cereal our 
soldiers eat.” 

Gertie sprang towards the sound. Some crazy man must have 
broken through the thin wall on Sophronie’s side. She almost fell 
over Cassie, terrified into muteness, followed by Amos screaming 
with fright. Last came Enoch, doubled up with laughter. “They 
thought it was a man. Mom, a real live man,” and then the greatest 
thought of all came over him, and he jumped up and down crying, 
“We’ve got a radio. Mom. We got a radio. Pop had it hid.” 

Clyde, too, jumped up and down and cried, “Oh,* goody!” but 
Gertie cried above the radio: 

“Shut the thing off — all that racket in this little place.” 

“Aw, Mom,” Enoch said, making no move to obey, “ever- 
body ” 

His voice was drowned by that of the radio, which, under Clyde’s 
inexperienced manipulation, had grown louder instead of softer. 

Gertie was crying in agony, “Make it quit, Enoch. Make it quit,” 
when on the other bedroom wall the same banging list sounded. 
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“Damn, Go-oddamn. Yu make da noise too much.” And the fist 
banged again, until Gertie, who had run to the sound, stood blinking 
at the wall, expecting to see the fist, hairy and huge as that of a 
Goliath, come crashing through. 

Enoch hastily turned down the radio. Silence came to the wall, but 
Gertie continued to stand by it, held by her memory of the man’s out- 
cry. The tone had been more begging than commanding, a weak 
helplessness in misery, hopeless, the man a Samson with his hair 
grown long again — but blinded; a man like herself. 

There came a banging on the kitchen door, but before she could 
reach it in six steps and three bumps, the door was shoved open, and 
a big chunk of a red-faced, eyebrow'less man took the two steps 
between door and ice-box. He jerked open the top door, and with no 
glance at cither the milk or at Gertie, when she cried to him to watch 
out for it, swung ice from his shoulders, shoved it in, and strode out 
again as she reached frantically for a tipped-over bottle. 

She was sopping at the gome the milk had made, run as it had 
down through the wooden stats into the bottom part, when he came 
back with a smaller chunk of ice. Giving her no time to get out of his 
way, he swung it over her head and wedged it in with the other chunk, 
pushing hard with one huge red-haired hand. It took a still harder 
push to shut the door on the ice, but it immediately popped open and 
a trickle of sawdust, coal-dust-laden water began to drip on to the 
lloor. “Forty-six cents,” he said, holding out his hand. 

“You’ve spilled my milk an crammed that box so full th door 
won’t shet, an I didn’t ask fer none,” Gertie said. 

“Huh?” the man said, his blue, childlike eyes opening still wider, 
as he repeated, “Dal’s forty-six cents, lady.” 

“But I didn’t ask fer no ice.” 

The “Huh?” that seemed more belch than word came again as he 
looked at her. “Lady, yousc gotta have ice. I gotta sell. Youse gotta 
buy.” 

“Pay him,*iV[om,” Clytie whispered. “We have tu have ice. It’s 
so hot in here everything’ull ruin.” 

Gertie went to her coat for another dollar bill, while the man stood 
in the door and filled the alley with his mighty belching roars of ‘Tee. 
Coal.” As he took the money, his glance rolled slowly, appraisingly 
over her face. “Any t’ing else yu want? Coal?” 

She shook her head, but he continued to study her face; his tongue 
reflectively licking his back teeth made a bulge in a jaw. “Yu wanta — 
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chance? Yu wanta make money, yu gotta take a chance. Yu know 
— ^yu wanta slip?” 

“Slip?” and when he continued silent, tongue rubbing cheek, 
Gertie nodded towards Maggie’s bit of cardboard on a kitchen shelf. 
“Like that? I’ve already got one — tu help th good sisters.” 

He glanced at the pink card, then studied her face a moment 
longer. He slowly shook his head, “Naw,” he said, the sound rising 
in his stomach, falling down his nose. He went then, crying “Ice” 
into the snow. 

The dusk had deepened until the flickering steel-mill lights made a 
bloody brightness on the windows, when there came another banging 
on the door. Clovis. He looked peaked, she thought, but hardly had 
a chance to look at him before the children came swarming over him, 
so crowding the tiny kitchen that she backed against the ice-box, 
watching. Clyde was almost crying, and even Amos, little as he was, 
remembered his daddy as if he’d never been away. 

She felt a sharp thrust of guilt. It was in truth like her mother said : 
the children had a right to live with their father. Seemed like some- 
times they loved him better than her, especially Enoch and Clyde. 
But then she’d always been the one to give them the work and the 
scoldings. Clovis had brought the fun— trips in the coal truck, the 
river in summer, grape-hunting in the fall. She'd never had the 
time. 

In a moment he looked across their heads and smiled. “Supper 
ready, Gert? I’m starved fer some a ycr good cooken. I ain’t had a 
bite a fried meat, seems like, since I got up here.” 

“I ain’t got no fried meat,” she said, “but I’ve got supper.” 

“I’m figgcrcn on some good eaten. You ought tu have a heap a 
ration points. You never used none at home.” 

They pulled the table out from the wall, and there was room for 
Clovis and the older children to squeeze into their chairs, with space 
enough left at the corners for Amos and Cassic to stand. Gertie never 
sat down, but, as she had often done at home, stood between table 
and stove waiting on them all. Clovis, she .saw', was displeased with 
the food. He looked resigned and disgusted as he had used to be 
when she left eggs out of the cornbread in order to have a few more to 
sell. Some of Sophronie’s beans were left, and they were good, better 
than her own scrambled eggs and cornbread. The eggs had stuck for 
lack of grease and the bread, badly baked to begin with, was dry 
and hard and lifeless as the meal that had gone into it. 
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He chirked up when Clyde praised the new dishes, and Enoch 
started carrying on about the wonders of the radio, and Cassie 
admired his new work clothing. Gertie, sorry that after he had 
bought so many things for them she didn’t have a better kind of 
supper, said, trying hard to act pleased, “You’ve done good, real 
good, Clovis, to buy so much stuff, an send us th truck money 
besides.” 

He looked at her with a great showing of surprise. “Law, woman, 
you shorcly don’t think I’ve paid fer all this. Up here everbody buys 
cverthing on time.” 

She had fixed herself a plate of cornbread and beans, set it on the 
rim of the sink, and started to eat, standing up. But now she turned 
away from the food, asking, “How much we owe, Clovis?” 

“Geit, don't start a-worrycn. Jist git it into yer head that I’ma- 
maken big money. I ain’t no sweeper maken th lowest. 1 done what I 
aimed to do, got on as a machine repair man. An it shore took some 
Uill talkcn, an a heap a white lies. But it was worth it. I git in a heap 
a overtime, too. Do you know what my pay check’ull be this 
week?” he went on, laying down his knife and fork and twisting 
about in his chair to look at her. “Why, bettcr’n a hundred dollars.” 

She heard the admiring gasp of Reuben, hurt and sullen as he still 
was from his attempts to borrow kindling. Big as he was, he’d 
worked many a day for seventy-five cents. Clytic, her voice all jerky 
with surjirisc and delight, was exclaiming, “Oh, Pop — why, we’re 
rich. That’s way inore’n a schoolteacher makes back home in a 
month.” 

“I don’t make it ever week,” Clovis explained, “an recollect that’s 
afore hospitalisation, an union dues, an OAB, an taxes. An right 
now, with everthing tu buy, it ain't no fortune. It took saven to git a 
down payment on all this an on a car, too.” 

Gertie backed against the sink, heard her plate of beans and corn- 
bread flop olT'the rim into the dishwater, but did not look round. 
“But Clovis,^’ she began haltingly, not wanting to darken the family 
joy, “if’n you've already run intu debt 'fore me an th youngens 
comes, why, how can you manage with us? An we cain’l, jist cain't 
keep on a-liven in this little hole. Cain’t you git along without a car?” 

He pushed his plate away. “Gcrt, we ain’t hardly seen each other 
’fore you start a-quarrellcn about money an th place I got fer ye. 
What was you expccten — a castle in Grosse Pointe where them rich 
dagoes lives? I was lucky, mighty lucky, tu git this. They ain't hardly 
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standen room in Detroit — I’d meant tu surprise th youngens with a 
ride when th weather was fitten.” He held out his cup for more 
coffee. “But I’ve already got me a car. It’s in th parken place now. 
A body cain’t git along in this town ’thout a car.” 

The delighted squeals of the children, all save Reuben, only 
subsided under his animated discussion of the car, especially the 
sweetness of the motor’s running, now that he had worked on it. 
Gertie had heard little past the words “got me a car”. She turned and 
looked down at the grey dishwater. If just for one minute she could 
walk outside, go to the barn, the spring, somewhere — walk, see her 
father, get away from the gas smell, the water smell, the steamy heat, 
the hard white light beating into her eyeballs. She turned towards 
the outside door. A corner of the pulled-out table barred her way. 
She looked towards the passway. Clovis’s chair was there. Her 
empty hands found the dish-rag. Somehow she washed the dishes. 
Hemmed in, shut down, by all this — and debts. 

The evening in the hot, overcrowded, noise-laden place seemed 
endless. She answered questions about back home, learned that 
Sophronie’s man, Whit Meanwcll, worked in the same Flint plant as 
Clovis, though on a different job and shift. She wanted to ask Clovis 
questions: how much did they owe, how much was the interest on the 
debts for '.he car and the house plunder, where was the school, and 
how far away? But the radio was on, and she talked but little. 

As soon as the children were asleep, Clovis had no thought for 
answering questions. Amos had been put to bed on the cot in the 
middle room, so that Gertie and Clovis were alone in the room beside 
the kitchen. Still she was conscious of the restless sleep of the 
children on the other side of the thin walls. They were all so close 
together it didn’t seem decent. The whole place wasn’t as big as 
either of the two main rooms at the 1 ipton Place. 

She shut her eyes and tried to think that she was there when Clovis 
fell quickly into a deep, satisfied sleep. She drowsed and dreamed of 
pines talking. The talking rose, became the roar of a fast through 
train, its screeching whistle rising above the roar as it neared the 
through street. This was followed at once by the tumultuqus sound 
of its passing, so close it seemed in the very house. Amos and Cassie 
screamed out in fright, then as the sounds subsided they sank 
gradually into a whimpering half-sleep. There remained only the 
quiverings — the windows, the steel springs of the bed, the dishes, a 
chair touching the wall. 
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There came at last a silence so complete she could hear the ticking 
of the clock under the bed, and the snoring of Sophronie’s children 
behind the wall of the girls’ bedroom. The feeling that had followed 
her at times since she had got on the train came back in the silence — 
she had forgotten something, something very important. But what? 
She was sorting out the things she’d left behind, when she found her- 
self lifted on one elbow, listening. 

Someone was moving about on the other side of the wall. She 
heard running water, the soft thud of a pot going over the gas flame, 
the creak and slam of an ice-box door — breakfast-getting sounds. 
Soon she heard the opening and elosing of the outside door, and 
whoever it was did not come back. He had not taken time to eat his 
breakfast. He was most likely the husband of that Sophronie in the 
sleazy nightgown. She was too lazy to get up and cook breakfast. 

She drowsed, but sleep enough never came to drown the strangeness 
of the bed or the closeness of the air. It seemed only a little while 
before she found herself listening again. A singing it was in the alley 

now. Tipsy he was, and a tenor, “They'll be pie in a sky ’’ A 

woman’s voice cut him ofl', something like the girl Maggie’s, but nejir 
crying: “Please, Josepli, please. Du neighbors ’’ 

“Quitcha tucken,” the man said, and a door on the other side of 
the alley slammed. 

“Tucken.” What was ‘tucken’, she wondered. Then the door next 
her own was opened quietly, but slammed shut so loudly that 
Clovis turned in his sleep. She heard the opening of the oven 
door, the little whoosh of the lighting gas, then the opening and 
closing of the ice-box door. A chair was pulled out followed by 
the hissing sound of the cap jerked olf a bottle of something fizzy 
like pop. She heard a chair tip back against the wall, so close 
through the thinness it seemed like she could feel it. She could see 
the man’s chair leaning against the wall, his cold feet warming 
in the oven^ as he drank from the bottle. She heard the soft clink 
of glass on steel as he put it down. But where had he been and 
why, at this time of niglit? She sat straight up in bed with wonder 
and surprise when the voice came, low, more like a sigh than a 
voice, “Oh, Lord, that moven line,” for the voice was a woman's 
voice, Sophronic’s. 

The sounds on the other side of the wall or her own abrupt move- 
ment awakened Clovis enough that he mumbled sleepily, “Don't be 
afeared, Gert. Th doors locks good.” 
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“Oh, I ain’t afeared,” she whispered. “It’s that Sophronie. Why, 
she’s jist got in home.” 

He clamped one ear against the pillow, put an arm over the other. 
“When else would a woman on th three-tu-twelve shift git home?” 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN 

Kat yer oats, Cassie — you’ll git mighty hungry in school.” But 
Cassie only gagged and stared at Gertie with frightened, beseeching 
eyes. 

“I don’t want to go — to . . .” 

“Kindergarten,” Clytie put in briskly. “An Pop said you had to 
go. All th other little youngens goes. You’ll like it, Cassie.” 

And later Gertie repeated, “You’ll like it, Cassie,” as she got the 
child along with the others into what seemed the numberless pieces 
of clothing Clovis had bought for them all, when, after some cross- 
questioning, he learned she still had left from the Henley money and 
what she had got from the sale of her stock and little store of molasses, 
corn, and potatoes, better than two hundred dollars. 

Struggling now with the heavy woollen pants of Cassie's new snow 
suit, she thought again of the money. She didn’t begrudge the 
children clothes — boots, scarves, more underclothing, snow suits for 
everybody but Reuben, boots for herself, and a woollen head-rag. 
But most of the money she had meant to keep for getting a start of 
livestock when they went back home was gone. Only the money for 
land was left, the secret money gathered through the years. She had 
told Clovis of Henley's gift, knowing he would learn of it from the 
children, who had learned from her mother, but the new coat carried 
the secret of her savings as well as the old. 

She roused to call to Enoch, who, all eagerness to see the fine new 
school, was dashing outside. It was only a few minuies past eight, 
and Sophronie had told them that school children were supposed to 
leave home between eight-twenty and eight-thirty, not a minute 
sooner or a minute later, else the safety-patrol boys would be gone. 
But now, just as she started to open the door to remind Enoch of the 
time, he turned and screamed, “Mom, Mom, we’ll be late. Maggie’s 
brothers an a lot more youngens is already a-goen,” and without 
waiting for an answer he ran into the little crowd of children hurry- 
ing down the alley. 
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“Less’n this clock’s wrong er that woman’s mistook, it’s a way too 
soon.” 

Enoch paid her no mind but walked on, following a few steps 
behind the children. Though no one of them turned to speak to him, 
some whispering, giggling talk went between them, and a little girl 
with long black curls turned and walked backwards the better to see 
him, giggling all the while. Suddenly, as if by signal, they all 
stopped and turned and looked at him. Gertie saw, even in the 
smoky early morning light, the red flush rise on Enoch’s cheeks. He 
hesitated an instant, then came on, but more slowly now, up to the 
watching children. 

She watched Maggie's red-headed brother, the biggest one, bigger 
by far than Enoch, step out from the others. Then, so quick she 
hardly saw it, was the fist swung hard on Enoch’s shoulder, and the 
expertly tripping foot that sent him sprawling on the alley ice. A 
smaller one, the boy who had thrown the Coca-Cola bottle, grabbed 
Enoch’s fallen-oir cap, new, with ear nuitfs, and flung it into the trash 
can, crying over his shoulder as he ran after the others, “Go to yu 
public school, yu hillbilly heathen, yousc. We don’t have to go to 
school w ith niggers an Jews an hillbillies.” 

She started down the steps, but hid again behind the storm door 
when Enoch got slowly to his feet. She watched him brush the black 
snow from his clothing, take his cap from the trash can, and then, 
with a smear of dirt on his clieek and limping a little, come back to 
his own walk, where he stopped and gave a quick suspicious glance 
all around, as if to make certain none had seen his humiliation. 

She wanted to ask if they had hurt him much, but did not. Enoch 
w'ould rather have her belief that he could take care of himself than 
her sympathy. 

Clytie called to remind her that it was fifteen minutes past eight. 
She gave Enoch one last pitying glance, and hurried back to the job 
of getting the younger ones into the strange-seeming outdoor 
clothing, sending each cliild, as soon as it was booted, buckled, and 
zipped, outside to wait with Enoch. Then there was nothing to do 
but the thing she had dreaded since coming, and dreaded still more 
after watching Enoch in the alley— put on her own outdoor clothing, 
take the birth ccrtifiaites and the shot papers from County Health as 
Sophronie had told her to do, and go to the strange school with the 
children. She pulled on the great knee-high boots Clovis had bought 
for her, but stood an instant longer in the kitchen. The Josiah 
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basket, under the table because there seemed no room any place else 
for it, caught her eye. She picked it up, dropped the papers into it, 
and as she went out the familiar feel of the basket dangling from her 
arm was a comforting thing. 

The children stood waiting in a silent little huddle against the coal- 
house, which gave some shelter from the keen-fingered north wind. 
Clytie frowned on the basket, whispering, “Mom, I don’t think 
people up here carries baskets.” But Gertie only pressed the basket 
against her as she stood by the teleplionc pole and looked about her. 
The sky, unlike the skies back home, told her nothing. Was it the 
even grey of clouds, of smoke, a cloudy dawn, or a cloudy sunset? It 
seemed early, very early, more like milking time than school time. 

She heard a train, tlie clank and hissing roar of the steel mill, and 
sounds of traflic on the through street, one row of houses away, but 
there was no sight nor sound of people. She had a sudden distrust of 
the clock; maybe it was night still. She looked at the shivering, 
frightened children. Even Enoch was afraid, his cap twisting in his 
hand, an old-man look on him as he stared straight ahead. 

Then he and the others looked up eagerly as a half-starved sheep 
when the Mcanwell door next their own was flung open and 
Sophronie’s Claude Jean and Gilbert ran down the steps. Enoch 
looked towards them but did not move. Claude Jean, the smaller, a 
pale-eyed, white-headed boy of about his si/e, ran a little distance 
down the alley, then stopped suddenly and called back, “C’mon, kids, 
ain’tcha goen to school?” 

Enoch’s smile was a warming thing to see. He ran after tlicm at 
once, followed a moment later by Clytie, with Reuben going last and 
more slowly. Gertie was leading Cassie and Amos into the slippery 
alley when the Meanwell door was Hung open again, and Sophronie, 
shrouded in clouds of steam, came on to the stoop with a freshly- 
washed sheet in her hands, a cigarette in one corner of her mouth, a 
clothes-pin bag over he arm, and calling, “Hey, you.” 

The golden peacocks fluttered about her feet, as with one eye 
squinted against the cigarette smoke she began to hang the sheet on 
the clothes-Une, pushing down pins with sharp, swift jabs, fighting to 
get the sheet hung before it froze. “Leave that little youngen uth 
me,” she said, when one hand was free and she could take the 
cigarette from her mouth. “No needa draggen him all thataway 
through this cold.” Her still blue eyes went to Amos, smiled. 
“Don’tcha wanta play uth Wheateye? You uns can have th best 
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time.” The last pin in, she turned, pulled open her door, gave Amos 
a little push as she called, “Wheateye, Ihey’s a little boy come to see 
you.” 

Gertie had a glimpse of checked linoleum, flowerdy curtains in a 
kitchen so crammed with a washing machine and other furniture that 
there seemed no room for a woman of even Sophronie’s size. She 
was considering the trying to explain that Amos might cry with a 
stranger when the closing storm door for an instant framed 
Sophronie’s faee, blowing smoke, whispering, “He’ll be all right.” 

Gertie tried to find Amos through the steam-blanketed glass and, 
failing, turned to the puzzled Cassie. “It don’t seem right leaven your 
little brother thisaway with a stranger woman, but we ain’t got time 
to argue.” 

Cassie only shivered and said nothing as Gertie hurried away, 
realising the others were out of sight and that with no one to show 
her she had not the least notion of how to find the school. However, 
when she and Cassie had turned into the big alley by the railroad 
fence they found themselves at once in a swarm of children all 
headed for the through street. 

They walked on w’hat, Gertie thought, must be a cement sidewalk 
under the layers of snow tramped into ice. The through street by 
which they walked was clean of snow, though great banks of dirty 
ice and snow from the snow-ploughs overflowed on to the sidewalk. 
Broad as the street was, it was crowded with cars and trucks and 
buses, with many flashing by so close the children were splattered 
from the piled-up slush. 

She was luirrying along, trying to avoid the splatterings, and 
worried over Cassie, who walked with less and less eagerness, when a 
boy in a white belt stepped in front of her with his arms outspread. 
“Watch out, lady.” 

She stepped back, seeing for the first time railroad tracks running 
right across the street, then saw, not twenty feet away, a train 
grinding towards her. The trucks and cars had been making so much 
noise she hadn’t heard cither the signal bells or the train. 

The airs, loaded mostly with rusty scrap iron, moved ever more 
slowly past. Cassie began to w'himper and shiver with the cold. 
Gertie’s nose and cheeks began to sting, and in spite of the boots her 
feet were cold. It aime to her that, instead of stomping around in 
angry silence last Saturday when Clovis came home with her money 
spent and the car half full of new clothing, she ought to have tlianked 
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him. The children had to have the strange heavy clothes, it on their 
way to school they had to stand still like tliis in what must be way- 
below-zero cold. The train stopped, and Gertie wished the thing 
were human and she could hit it. The children were piling up like 
leaves -against a cedar tree, and the cars and trucks were stretching 
out as far as a body could see, but the train stood there puffing like 
some great iron beast with no skin to hurt in the cold. 

The children stood without complaining, accepting the train and 
the cold and the smoke and the smell of the cars as if they were a 
natural part of God’s world, all but Cassic, w ho stood with trembling 
chin and brimming eyes. Gertie realised there was something the 
child wanted to say, and bent her head to hear the tremulous whisper, 
‘Tlease, Mom, let’s git home out a all this racket. I cain’t learn to 
read nohow', an I’m free/en cold.” 

Gertie turned her away from the train. “Listen, honey, we 11 git 
goen agin pretty soon, an then you’ll see this big fine school. Law, it 
is th prettiest, finest place. They'll be a gymnasium w here you all can 
learn to do tricks an Reuben can show em how good he can play 
basketball, an a big fine lunch room, an a room with nothen but 
books, pretty books like you ain’t never seen, an a place fer Clytie to 
learn cooken an sewen . . .” She realised that both the train and the 
traffic w'ere still, and that around her the children, too, w'crc still 
and listening. 

She pressed Cassie’s face close against her coat, laid her hands on 
her scarf-wrapped cars, all the while conscious of the watching, 
listening children. Her glance happened on a boy bigger than 
Enoch, maybe as old as Reuben, and not one of her own kind ot 
people. There was a strange dark look about him, something sullen 
and mean in his face, she thought. He would, in a minute, call her 
hillbilly. The others would laugh as they had laughed in the alley. 
She stood bent protectively over the face-hidden Cassic, her glance 
more beseeching than commanding as it went round' the hall-circlc 
of silent, watching children. She looked longest at the boy,begging 
him for his silence. But his black eyes stared back into her grey ones, 
his eyes accusing, condemning, she thought, as if she had committed 
the unpardonable sin. He continued to stare at her, condemn her, all 
the while he was taking off one ripped leather glove, then searching 
through his jacket pockets. He found at last what he hunted and, 
only now' taking his glance from Gertie, he stepped up to Cassie and 
tapped her on the shoulder. 
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“Here, little girl, is something nice,” and he pushed two tiny paper- 
wrapped squares into the hand that clutched Gertie’s coat. He ^nt 
and put his face close to Cassie’s pressed down one as he said, “It’s 
gum, little girl. My mom gimme ut, bubble gum. Chew ut, and don’t 
be afraid, little girl. Kinncrgardcn is nice.” 

And behind the boy and all round him were little calls like the 
twittering of birds. “Don’t be scared, little girl. Miss Vashinski, her 
real nice. Youse don’t do nutten in dere but play allatime. We singed 
lotsa songs.” And somewhere a voice unknown but familiar, “Don’t 
be afeared, honey. Good little youngens don’t never git no spankens 
in kinnergarten.” 

Cassie did not lift her face, but one hand let go its grip on Gertie to 
close over the red-wrapped chunky squares and disappear between 
Cassie and her mother’s coat. 

The boy smiled at Gertie, a triumphant smile that washed all the 
sullenncss away, and now he looked like a tired and sleepy child, 
maybe no more than nine years old. In a moment he did lift his arms 
and yawn with a long stretching, but his face was accusing again 
when he said in a careful whisper, “Bulcha oughtn’t to tell her such 
big lies, lady. S’no way to start um out. I hadda time uth Xavier all 
on account I lied to um.” 

Gertie in spite of her shivers smiled. “You took him to kinder- 
garden, I bet, fer yer mama.” 

“Naw, nursery school. Pop’s a waist-gunner in u Pacific. Mom 
works du scvcn-to-threc shift way over at Grigg’s Nummer Ten.” 
His eyes grew bright with pride. “Her runs one a them big presses, 
good as a man. Her got in fourteen hours overtime last w'eek.” 

The train was moving again, and he took Cassie’s hand. “Rita, 
her goes to school, first grade, morning shift, but Xavier and Mary I 
gotta take to nursery school on account a Mom, her leaves too early. 
Xavier, he start crying da first morning 1 took um. ‘Mom, her’ull be 
back an gitcha right away.’ I tells du kid. Mom hadda work over- 
time. I haclda go to da store after school. 1 never got du kids till 
five o’clock. Ne.xt morning when I try to leave, Xavier, he grab my 
leg, wrap his arms round it and wouldn’t leggo. Nutten shadup his 
screaming — gum, sourballs, nutten.” 

“Ain’t it awful cold on a little youngen so early in th mornen?” 
Gertie asked. “Here th stars ud still be bright as midnight.” 

“Stars?” the boy said. “I put plenty clothes on um.” 

The train broke apart at last, and the little boy in the white belt 
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waved them forward. Gertie went on, the wide-bottomed split 
basket riding above the bobbing heads of the children, who flooded 
out across the tracks and overflowed the walk, with many wading 
knee-deep in the slush by the road. She searched anxiously over their 
heads, hunting out her own, but could find no one of the three, and 
wanted to go faster but could not for the press of children. 

She wanted to ask the boy what was the lie she had told, but the 
hurrying, crowding children gave her little chance to talk, not even 
when they were stopped again by more boys in white belts, stationed 
where they were to cross the wide through street. She began shivering 
again; maybe it was the cold, maybe it was the fear. Crossing the 
tracks had been easy, but here it looked as if they could never cross. 
Cars, trucks, gasoline tank trailers, many-wheeled diesel-powered 
steel carriers, buses, all had piled up w aiting on the other side of the 
railroad crossing, and were now going again, speeding to make up 
for the lost time, a roaring, belching, smoking, steaming river on 
wheels. She looked hopefully about for a signal light or a policeman 
on a corner, like in the story book, but there was neither. 

At last the train-dammed trafiic thinned. The little boys crept 
farther and farther into the street, and soon the children surged 
across. They hurried between a mighty truck with wheels higher 
than their heads pulling two red tank trailers with the word Danger 
on their sides, and a stubby-nosed thirty-two-wheeled steel carrier 
loaded with one great round of steel lashed down with ropes big as 
Gertie’s wrist. 

The boy still kept his grip on Cassie and, as they crossed the street 
and went through the deep slush at the kerbs, Gertie realised that he 
didn’t have high rubber boots like her own and most of the other 
children. His leather ones were old and cracked. Plainly they would 
not hold out water, and the laces were not stout rawhide but broken 
strings. Still, he had money for gum. Shoe-strings didn’t cost any 
more than a package of gum ; maybe there wasn’t mdney for both. 
She glanced at Cassie clutching the gum as if it had been the little 
hickory doll. It was of course better to spend money for shoe- 
strings than for gum, but 

The ‘but’ still troubled her when, after walking for what seemed a 
long while by traflic-crowded streets, they stopped again for another 
crossing and she looked about her at the children. She saw here and 
there a child shivering in an old coat or ragged overalls. There were 
red, mittenless, hands and unbooted feet in low shoes that were not 
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new. She gave a slow headshake of wonderment. There couldn’t be 
any poor people, not real poor, in Detroit when they were making 
men come out of the back hills to work in Detroit’s factories. This 
boy, now, there ought to be lots of money in his house, money from 
the Army and the factory job too. Maybe it was like she’d heard her 
mother say when somebody pitied Meg; factory workers, coal- 
miners and such were a shiftless, spendthrift tribe. 

An old man with a bad limp helped the boys stop the traffic here, 
for with no bumpy railroad tracks to slow them down the wheeled 
things flew ever faster. Gertie then went down a narrow side street, 
bordered by low factory buildings on one side, and on the other by a 
row of little ramshackle paint-peeling houses crowded close together, 
but with the look of homes. 

She turned another corner, and all unconscious of the children 
pressing round her, the boy pulling on Cassie’s hand, Gertie stopped 
in the snow and stared. High above the river of bobbing heads she 
saw a flag, clean, with a golden tassel, flying straight out in the 
northern wind like a Hag painted on tin. Below the flag she saw a 
black roof streaked with snow, and under the roof two rows of empty 
windows set in the dark soot-stained walls of a two-storey brick 
building that rose high and straight out of the dirty, trampled, paper- 
littered snow. The bit of yard was separated from the street by a high 
iron fence, like the fences she had heard were about penitentiaries. 

Getting closer, she saw that by the big building, so low she had not 
at first noticed them, were two little flimsy-looking houses. Built of 
grey-painted wood, they made, her think of the makeshift railroad 
workers’ houses she had seen in the Valley. As she walked past 
them to the main building, she saw a window broken and mended 
with a board, walls spattered with mud and dirty snow, and under 
the eaves of one, not much higher than her head, a piece of gutter- 
pipe loose and creaking in the wind. “Dem's a portables — du l:ids in 
shifts goes in’uin,” the boy explained, and pulled Cassie onward. 

Gertie’s eyes Jumped back and forth across the strip of trampled 
snow that made the school yard. There must be a tree. One tree for 
the children to see come spring, some flowering bushes, like the mock 
orange they'd set by Deer Lick School when she was a girl, some 
flowers, something. They went up steps, through a door into a hall 
tracked with snow-water and filled with children and the smell of coal- 
smoke. In front of her were steps going up and steps going down, 
and she hesitated. Somewhere a bell clanged that made her think of 
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the railroad signal bells, and the boy said, “We’re almost tardy on 
account a du train.” He pulled his hand from Cassie and looked 
back at Gertie before plunging into the stream of children. “Yu 
can’t go no place tilla kids is ina home rooms. One a dem girls,” and 
he pointed to a tall girl with a band on her arm, “can show where isa 
kinnergarten.” 

The sea swallowed him, and as Gertie stood pressed against the 
wall a growing uneasiness laid hold of her. Maybe the others had got 
lost on the way ; but that, she told herself, could have happened no 
more than if they had been logs coming down a swift, smooth river. 
She was glad of the gloves she wore. Cassie, clinging to her still, 
couldn’t feel the clamminess of her hands as she thought of Enoch in 
the alley and the word ‘hillbilly’ in the railroad station. If she could 
go for them all, but especially for Cassie, she. . . . Someone 
touched her arm, and she saw it was the tall girl to whom the boy had 
pointed, and she was smiling, friendly-like. 

“Yu Mrs. Nevcls that want’s to enter u kid in kinnergarden?” 

Gertie nodded, and when the stream of children had thinned 
somewhat she followed the girl across the hall into a large room 
where she saw many little chairs and tables, a fireplace, and a piano. 
But mostly she saw children, all kinds and colours and shapes. 
Seemed like there were more little yoiingens in this place than in all 
White Lily voting precinct back home. 

Slowly, with the girl making a path for her, and Cassie clinging to 
her hand, Gertie made her way through the children. She was at last 
stopped completely by the great swarm about two women by the 
desk, and she stood throwing quick, searching glances at the women. 
One, dressed in dark blue, was small and old with grey hair. She had 
a nice smile and looked to be a good woman. It was hard to say 
about the other. Her hair was curled and her face painted, and, 
worse, she wore long ear-rings that, Gertie saw when she got closer, 
were shaped into little birds with blue, jewel-like eyes, s'wingingfrcin 
a vine. The birds were swinging as the woman bent her head above a 
little boy, and Gertie realised that the little boy and not the teachers 
was the centre of attention, for all the children crowding round 
looked at him. The painted teacher was bent above hirh, saying, 
“We’re so happy to have you with us, Garcia. Garcia — is that 
right?” 

But the boy, dark-haired, dark-cyed, small, dressed all in clean new 
clothes, neither smiled nor answered. He only studied the swinging 
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silver birds with bright bird-like eyes, and the faded teacher watching 
smiled, a kind of sighing smile. “I think we’d better try to get him 
in,to a special school. He doesn’t understand a word.” 

But the other, younger, shook her head until the birds flew past 
her cheeks. “His family would never send him. A neighbour 
brought him. His mother works the day shift. He understands. I 
know he understands — a little.” 

She turned towards Gertie when the tall girl said, calling across the 
heads of the children, “Miss Vashinski, this is Mrs. Nevels.” 

The tall girl went away. The older woman went to the other side of 
the room, gathering children on the way so that the group thinned 
enough for Gertie to rcacii the desk. She swallowed, gripping 
Cassie’s hand. In a moment she too would have to leave. The 
painted lips smiled at her briefly. The silver birds jangled as the 
yellow curls bent above Cassie. “How nice, to have a great big girl 
like you.” 

Cassie was silent, her glance leaping from high-piled yellow curls to 
silver birds to red finger-nails. Miss Vashinski saw the gum twisting 
in the mittened fingers. “And when you first come, we let you chew 
your gum. Wouldn’t you like to unwrap it?” 

Cassie loosened her grip on Gertie, and took the gum in both 
hands. 

“If you take off your mittens you can do it better,” Miss Vashinski 
said. 

Cassie was lifting the gum to Gertie for holding while she took off 
her mittens when there ciime a soft, hesitant, half-questioning, half- 
pleading, “Chicle?” 

Miss Vashinski turned quickly. The other woman, in the midst of 
a lip-fingered sh-sh, heard above what seemed to Gertie a thousand 
children’s voices, for she loo turned quickly, smiling, nodding, when 
Miss Vashinski said, pleased as if she’d found a wad of gold, “Garcia 
has spoken. 

Garcia, on hearing his name, looked up, but his eyes came back to 
the gum. I Ic made Gertie think of a diddle, run with the mother hen 
all summer, knowing only her call, stopping for the first time to study 
an apron folded up with corn, and consider, making at last the first 
step to come alone for corn. “Why don’t ye give him one piece, 
Cassie?” Gertie asked, handing back the gum into the now bare 
hands. 

Cassie hesitated, then unwrapped the gum with her awkward 
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fingers that had never before unwrapped gum. She gave her sudden 
quick smile, and handed one piece to Garcia, while a dozen or so 
children who had unburdened themselves of the other teacher’s sh* 
shushing drifted back to make a watching circle. “Thank you for 
the gum, Cassie,” Miss Vashinski said. There came a little chorus of 
children’s voices, well behaved voices, as if they were doing what they 
thought they should do, “Thank you for the gum, Cassie,” though in 
and out through the chorus were cries and comments, “Can he 
bubble it?” “Mom, her bringed me a whole package friim u shop.” 

And one, a little girl with what Gertie thought must be a per- 
manent wave and what she knew was a dirty rayon dress with no 
petticoat under it, seized Miss Vashinski’s hand. “Yu finger-nail 
polish — it's like wot Mom’s got.” Another, jealous, cried, “M’mud- 
der’s got u same kind u perm’ncnt.” A blue-eyed little boy with 
almost no front teeth tweaked her smock, begging, “Miss Vasliinski, 
please, wear du yellow boid dress.” 

“I am your away-from-home mother, children,” Miss Vashinski 
said. “Now please go back to your scats. Mrs. White is waiting,” 
and as one hand began a gentle but determined pushing of a T-shirt- 
clad shoulder, the other picked up a pink card. The quick eyes, 
calculating, Gertie thought, not matching the red lips or the yellow 
curls, flicked over Garcia chewing his gum with an expert rolling 
motion not devoid of sound, then Cassie, chewing experimentally, 
slowly, as if constantly reminding her tongue not to swallow. The 
child’s shoulder moved away from the hand. The hand went into the 
big pocket of the bright smock, came out with a fountain-pen. The 
eyes flicked Gertie while the head flipped towards Cassie, “Name?” 

Gertie hesitated. “Keziah Marie — but generally we call her 
Cassie. . . . She don’t give much promise a liven up to her name- 
sake.” 

“Namesake?” 

“Yes — you know, that other Keziah was among th fairest in tli 
land.” 

“Oh.” Miss Vashinski hurried down the list of questions while 
Gertie put on her desk Cassie’s birth certificate and the little papers 
showing she had had her shots from County Health. 

“Good,” Miss Vashinski said. “It’s nice you had your doctor do 
all that. Now Cassie won’t have to start in a strange school with a 
sore arm.” 

She talked rapidly, and her voice was filled with the hard, sharp 



177 


sounds Gertie had heard since coming to Detroit. School seemed 
broken into two hard pieces, ‘skoo-oaV, and doctor seemed almost 
‘doct-tork’, but not quite. It was all so strange that Gertie was 
silent, first getting what the woman had said into her head, then 
straightening her own answer in her mind — that all a body had to do 
in Kentucky was send their youngens to school the day the County 
Health people came. Then she happened to look towards Cassie and 
Garcia, and forgot everything she had meant to say. 

Cassic’s lips were shaped as when she kissed Callie Lou, but on her 
lips was the gum. Her eyes, puzzled, admiring, piqued too, were 
fixed on Garcia’s face. Instead of a mouth he wore a large pale grey 
bubble, wondrously thin, round, beautiful like a balloon. Cassie 
watched, breath held, while it grew larger; she squinted her eyes, 
waiting for the burst, but lo, none came. The bubble went suddenly 
into his mouth, neatly, leaving no smear. Then there came such a 
pop that Cassie jumped and then drew closer as if she would see into 
his mouth. 

Gertie squinched, and even Miss Vashinski looked round from the 
card. “It’s terrible stulT, but really quite creative,’’ she said, turning 
the card over, making check marks. Finished, and with her finger on 
a spot, she pushed the card towards Gertie. “Sign here.’’ 

Gertie hesitated. She had never put her name to anything, joined 
anything, promised anything. “Could your husband sign?’’ Miss 
Vashinski asked, smiling, moving towards the door. 

Gertie flushed. “Oh, 1 can sign,’’ she said, and wrote her name with 
the fountain-pen. She looked yearningly towards Cassie. Cassie was 
watching another grey balloon come out of the boy’s mouth. 

“The door’s this way,” Miss Vashinski was saying, and Gertie 
followed the brisk tapping heels. “She can come mornings.” Miss 
Vashinski was opening the door. “There’s only fifty-six in the morn- 
ing group — sixty-three in the afternoon. The women on the three-to- 
twelve shift irfsist on sending their children in the afternoon. You 
have an older girl to call for her at noon the first few days? Good.” 

The widely-opened door into which Gertie had backed was 
closing. She turned determinedly back to the room. “I’d better help 
her out a all that riggen.” 

“We teach them that; she’ll adjust,” Miss Vashinski said, with a 
big bright smile on her bright red mouth and an uneasy glance 
towards the room where Mrs. While’s voice sounded thinly above an 
ever increasing babel. 
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The door pushed gently on Gertie’s shoulder. She found herself in 
the hall staring at it while behind her the young girl’s voice was say- 
ing, “This way to the principal’s office, Mrs. Nevels.’’ 

Gertie, after one long backward glance at the closed door, followed 
the girl up a stairway and down a hall, past open doors giving 
glimpses of child-crowded rooms. Nobody noticed their passing 
except a small man in spectacles who happened to look round from 
something he did on a blackboard. He stopped, chalk uplifted, and 
stared at her as she went by. 

The principal’s office was smaller than her new kitchen, with 
nothing in it but books, a table, and a telephone into which a girl was 
speaking slowly. “1 know, but, Mrs. Zigorski, we can’t send a kid 
home on telcpiione orders. It's againsa rules. Gimme your number, 
please ... I don't unnerstand. . . . The principal,” she went on, 
speaking slowly and resignedly, as if she had already said the same 
thing many times, “is down in u sewing-room. It’s inu basement. He 
can’t come — not right now on account a so many steps. Wait — 
Suse!” She was calling now to the blue-banded girl walking away 
from Gertie. “Canyu unnerstand Hungarian? It’s gotta be Hun- 
garian. It ain’t Polish; it ain’t Ukrainian.” 

The girl called Suse shook her head. “1 don’t know nothing. Half 
u time no more I can’t make out Granma. S’Greek, maybe. I’ll go 
hunt Sophie. Mrs. Nevels here wants to enter her kids. Yu sure now 
it ain’t Ukrainian?” 

“Sure.” She turned to Gertie as Suse walked away. “Yu kids is all 
entered, everything but u family physician.” 

“We don’t have none.” 

“Put down ours. We live close to yu on Merry Hill.” 

Gertie gave a slow headshakc, and wished she could see the 
principal. “It don’t make no difference, nohow,” the girl said. 
“Them doctors, they’ve got a strong union, stronger than u CIO. 
They’ll come if they wanta an yu ain’t got seven dollars, an if they 
don’t wanta come yu seven dollars don’t do yu no good.” 

Gertie stared at the telephone receiver that now and then gave 
little sounds of bewilderment and trouble. The girl talked into it 
again and the sounds ceased. She turned again to Gertie. “S’all 
right to put that doctor down. S’cards gotta be filled.” 

Gertie nodded at last, then watched the girl write on the cards, 
already quite well filled with Clytic’s neat writing. “Sign,” the girl 
said. 
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And Gertie signed again, three times, then took the rest of the 
birth certificates and shot papers from the split basket and left them 
on the desk as the girl directed. She stood an instant looking about 
her. School letting-out time in the afternoon seemed far away. She 
remembered Cassie was to come home. Clytie would have to leave 
off lunch in a real school lunch-room — she’d given them all a quarter 
apiece, just for the first day. “Is they any way,” she asked, “you can 
git word to my biggest girl to bring her little sister home at dinner- 
time?” 

“She knows to stop at th kinnergarden door,” the girl said. “Allu 
kids halfta go home at noon. It’s againsa rules to bring lunch. S’no ' 
place to eat it.” 

“You mean,” Gertie said, “you ain’t got no hot lunch? An all th 
little youngens has to backwards an forwards in this weather?” 

The girl shook her head. “Th little kids don’t come but half a day 
nohow.” She looked at her finger-nails, of a red even brighter than 
Miss Vashinski’s. “This school ain’t got nothcn but teachers an kids. 

I went to one once in Hamtramck that had everthing — even a 
liberry; yu know, a room with nothen but boo — uks.” 

“They ain’t no gymnasium with a basketball court, an no pretty 
cooken place?” Gertie asked, more and more troubled. 

The girl shook her head. “We ain’t got no basketball on account 
we ain’t got no room ; we gotta take gym down inu little room inu 
basement.” 

Gertie turned away, then turned back when the girl called after 
her, “Oh, Mrs. Nevcls, I forgot; yu kids gotta bring soap — strong 
soap, if they wanna wash, i'h water's awful cold in winter, anu 
furnace smokes.” 

Gertie tried to smile, but could not, and strode swiftly down the 
hall towards the stairway. “Mrs. Neveks — Mrs. Nevcls.” It was Suse 
again, running down the hall. “Mr. Skyros wants to speak to you, 
please.” 

Hurrying behind Suse was the same little bald-headed man in 
glasses who had stared at her. Behind him was a slender girl with 
yellow braids worn round her head like a crow-n. “Mrs. Nevels,” the 
man said, putting his hand on the basket, “pardon, please, this 
interruption, but we wanted to ask about this beautiful basket. 
We have never seen one like it.” He spoke slowly and carefully, like 
a man who has talked to a lot of people who didn’t understand. “Is it 
Polish?” 
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Gertie shook her head. “It come frum back home. Ole Josiah 
Coffey made it, one a th last afore he died.” 

“Back home?” he asked, head tilted as he considered the fat sides 
of the basket. 

“My country is Kentucky.” 

“Oh,” he said, “I didn’t know they made baskets in Kentucky. 
What is it? It’s not reed or willow or grass or bamboo.” 

“White oak — splints. You know, you split cm like house shakes, 
only finer, way finer,” she said, sliding the basket from her arm, then 
handing it to him. 

“And there’s not a bit of metal in it,” he said. He held the fat 
round sides with the tips of his fingers. “It’s such a beautiful brown. 
You’ve never stained it or anything, have you?” 

“Oh no. Oak weathers thataway. I alius liked th colour a clean 
weathered oak wood. It’s as pretty as tubaccer when it’s hung up to 
cure.” She stopped. He was laughing— no noise — just his eyes 
dancing like Cassie’s. Children were in the doorway of his room 
gaping at her. She heard a low giggle and then a snicker. He was so 
little, hardly to her elbow. 

“Isn’t it beautiful,” he was saying. “Tobacco. I saw it only once 
— one autumn over in Canada. It was curing — all shades of brown.” 
He for the first time noticed the two acorns and the oak leaf, marked 
with the light strokes, the few lines with which Gertie made her 
pictures on wood. He studied it, smiling, then held it out for the girl 
Sophie to see. “Did the old man do this?” 

The laughter in the doorway was growing louder. “It’s a little old 
picture I done years back one day when I was a-setten a-waiten at th 
mill.” 

“Oh, you carve?” 

“Carve? Oh, you mean whittle — axe handles an sech, but some- 
times a little foolishness like a doll fer a youngen.” 

“You must some day carve .something beautiful and fine.” He 
studied her for the first time. “A human head. I believe you could.” 

She wanted to tell him about the block of cherry wood that she 
was afraid was lost by now', but the children were laughing so. One 
kept running to the door, peeping, then laughing and running away. 
And if he asked how she planned to make the face, she would maybe 
let her tongue run on the way she had with the man who wore the 
star. “Did you want to borry th basket to look at?” she asked, 
backing away a little. 
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“Oh, tfiank you. I wanted to sketch it,” the girl said. 

“Are you sure you don’t mind leaving it. I guess it’s an heirloom,” 
the man said. 

Gertie smiled. “I’ve left four youngens here. I oughtn’t to mind 
leaven a old split basket.” 

“They'll be all right,” the man said. “They will” — now he didn’t 
seem himself at all, but was like Miss Vashinski — “adjust. This 
school has many children from many places, but in the end they all — 
most — adjust, and so will yours. They’re young.” 

“Adjust?” One empty hand pulled a finger of the other empty 
hand. 

“Yes, adjust, learn to get along, like it — be like the others — learn 
to want to be like the others.” 

“Oh.” She pondered, looking down the hall — ugly grey — and at 
the children laughing in the doorway, then turned to him with a slow 
headshake. “I want em to be happy, but I don’t know as I want em 
to— to ” 

“Adjust?” 

“Leastways not too good.” 

He looked quickly about him like one preparing to share a secret, 
then drew closer. “Maybe they won’t adjust at all.” His dark eyes 
looked up into her own and were somehow ashamed, sorrowful, like 
Judas giving back the silver. “Most of us do, but there’s always hope 

that one ” He jerked a shoulder towards the girl walking away 

with the Josiah basket, her head tilted, smiling a little as she studied 
it. “My other talented one h’s adjusted — perfectly. He’s drawing 
me on the blackboard now — such talent. He never saw you or the 
basket in this ugly hall. He has adjusted — cartoons of the teacher — 
perfect adjustment, exactly what he is supposed to do — according to 
the comic books.” He patted her forearm. “Your children will be 
all right. They will, 1 fear, adjust better than their mother.” And he 
turned and vVent quickly. 

As Gcrtrc was going down the stairs, her eyes chanced to look over 
the banister. Directly below her, coming slowly up from the base- 
ment, was a man she thought must be the principal. She couldn’t see 
his face, mostly just the top of his head, with a pinkish, balding spot 
hidden like a secret in the centre of his light-brown greying hair. He 
walked slowly, like a man who has climbed many stairs and knows he 
will climb many more. His outspread hands, held carefully away 
from him, were smeared with black streaks. Gertie, looking down. 
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was puzzled until she remembered the sewing-machines, old and 
broken down. An old sewing-machine was a contrary, nasty thing. 
But somehow, from the look of him, she thought he had fixed it. 
No, the other word — adjusted. 

She wanted to turn at the foot of the stairs and stop by Cassie’s 
door, but forced herself to walk on. Once outside, she stopped and 
turned around and stood a long time staring at the grey building in 
the square of dirty snow. A look of listening was on her face, for 
from it there came between the sounds of distant trains and traffic 
a faint humming — like that from factories she had passed. 


CHAPTER FOURTEEN 

Four mornings gone now, and this the fifth. As usual, the 
alarm had gone off at six o’clock so that Clovis could be at work by 
seven. Six o’clock, she understood now, was four back home; too 
early for getting up in winter. Clovis, never eating enough at break- 
fast, seemed like, to keep a working man alive, went away in the dark 
with a bottle of cofl’ee, sandwiches, a piece of pie, and beans in his 
lunch box. Six-thirty to seven-thirty was pure dark still, like the 
middle of the night. It was a lonesome in-between time when her 
hands remembered the warm feel of a cow's teats or the hardness of a 
churn handle, or, better beyond all things, the early-morning trip in 
starlight, moonlight, rain or snow to the spring — the taste of spring 
water, the smell of good air, clean air, earth under her feet. Her feet 
remembered the soft earth w'hen they took the few steps over the ice 
and cement for a bucket of coal. She never lingered searching for 
the stars. Unless it were quite windy there were no stars, and even in 
winds so bitter they brought tears, the alley smelled still of smoke and 
fumes. 

Two mornings now, after searching for some quiet 'work that 
would not waken the children, sleeping so close behind the flimsy 
walls, she had sat in the kitchen whittling on a piece of scr;ip wood 
Clovis had bought for kindling. This, like the borrowed kindling, 
was a maple, harder and finer-grained than any she had known. It 
came in curious little chunks and squares that Clovis had said was 
scrap from some kind of war plant. 

One little piece had seemed familiar in all the strangeness, and she 
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had begun whittling on it. Slowly and aimlessly at first, she had 
worked, not able to forget the knife, herself, everything except the 
thing growing out of the wood, as she had used to be in stray 
moments of time back home. 

The hard white light overhead hurt her eyes and made a shadow on 
her work. The night sounds of Detroit came between her and the 
thing in the wood, but worse than any noise, even the quivering of 
the house after a train had passed, were the spaces of silence when all 
sounds were shut away by the double windows and the cardboard 
walls, and she heard the ticking of the clock, louder it seemed than 
any clock could ever be. She had never lived with a clock since 
leaving her mother’s house, and even there the cuckoo clock had 
seemed more ornament than a god measuring time; for in her 
mother’s house, as in her own, time had been shaped by the needs of 
the land and the animals swinging through the seasons. She would 
sit, the knife forgotten in her hands, and listen to the seconds ticking 
by, and tlie clock would become the voice of the thing that had jerked 
Henley from tlie land, put Clovis in Detroit, and now pushed her 
through days where all her work, her meals, and her sleep were 
bossed by the ticking voice. 

Now, between strokes of the knife, she would glance at the clock to 
make certain that it was not time to waken the children; and the 
thing in the wood would seem wood only, and not her big-behinded 
hen that had eaten corn from her lap. But, little by little, the hen 
mastered the clock, and by Friday morning was there waiting in the 
w'ood for the knife to free her, a good hen, ready to lay many eggs. 

Gertie was working on a feather of the upeurving tail when a 
passing train brought back the world of the clock. She glanced at it, 
then sprang up, and htirried to awaken the children. 

Cassie, tliough the many strange sounds at night often caused her 
to cry out with fright, awakened of mornings more slowly than the 
others. Twice, in her half-sleep, she had run to the door in her night- 
gown, crying she had to go outdoors; then, awakening quickly to 
Enoch’s jeering laughter, she had gone silent and ashamed to the 
bathroom. Quiet, forever quiet, was Cassie. She showed no sign of 
loving school and feeling at home there as did Clytie and Enoch, or 
of half hating it like Reuben. More lost and lonesome than afraid, 
she always seemed like a child away from home. 

This morning's breakfast was like her others in Detroit. Meekly 
she sat and put bites of egg and biscuit into her mouth, chewed. 
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swallowed, then took a sip of milk, gagged, set the glass down hastily; 
then came the trembling, guilty whimper, “I’m full. Mom. I cain’t 
eat no more.” 

“Aw, Cassie,” Gertie began, and stopped. Scolding her for taking 
food on her plate and not eating it was no good. She’d have to find 
something the child would eat. She looked at the half-eaten egg, flat- 
yoked, grey, rubbery white, the biscuit burned on the bottom, too 
pale on top, smeared with margarine instead of butter. She wasn’t 
any good at colouring the stuff, but butter cost so. None of them ate 
the way they had back home. Enoch was gone from the table, his egg 
unfinished. But he could snack off and on all morning, for Enoch, 
like the other third-graders, went only half a day, his shift in the 
afternoon. 

Gertie remembered the clock, looked, and quickly started the job 
of getting them olT to school. Cassie, as always, was tangled up in 
her snow-pants. Clytie was complaining that she could find no clean 
handkerchiefs. Enoch was reminding her that it was the day for 
Cassie’s milk money. This made Clytie recollect that soon the 
mothers’ club would have their Christmas bake sale, and couldn’t 
her mother come and bring something for the sale; and wasn’t there 
anything she could take for the Christmas basket drive; and how 
much money could they have for TB seals? Couldn’t they each 
have at least a dime? 

Gertie took change from the high shelf. She gave milk money, TB 
money, a can of pork and beans to Clytie, a can of tomatoes to 
Reuben for the food drive. Each child kissed her with a quick 
dabbing as it went out of the door, hurriedly, for in the alley children 
were passing. Mike Turbovitch was begging Enoch to come play on 
the hockey pond, and behind him a girl in a bright red coat was 
calling Clytie. Even Cassie ran down the steps. Cassie had never told 
her, but Clytie had said that in the kindergarten room, right up on 
the W'all where everybody could look at it, was a big picture Cassie 
had painted — a green hill with a black tree. 

Gertie closed both doors on Reuben, the last as always. She looked 
down at her hand. One nickel was left over the fifteen cents for 
Enoch this afternoon. Last night at the big store there’d been all that 
silver left. She had watched the machine and thought a twenty- 
doUar bill would do it. Then the girl had punched on the sixty-cent 
tax, and Clovis had reached in his pocket again, brought out a one, 
and paid it all without a word. 
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She had been silent, shaking her head in weariness and wonder, as 
they drove homeward through the ugly, dimly-lighted streets. “I 
wouldn’t mind so much,” she had complained at last, “if’n all that 
money ud buy a egg that was real fresh er some good fresh meal.” 

‘‘Aw, Gcrt,” Clovis had said, ‘‘they’s millions an millions a people 
never tastes nothen but what they git outa stores. They’ve never 
lasted real good cornbread with butter an fresh eggs, so’s they don’t 
mind eggs that ain’t never fresh, an store-bought bread with oleo. 
If’n,” he had gone on, half teasing, ‘‘spenden a nickel’s goen to be like 
losen a drop a blood fer you, why, you’ll be bled dry in no time atall.” 

She remembered now, looking down at the nickel, that she had 
forgotten potatoes. The buying of potatoes was a part of the never 
ending strangeness. Back home, no matter what the season, she had 
always raised enough to carry her from one potato-digging time to 
the next. Now she would citlier have to go to one of the small stores 
near the project, where, Clytie had said, there were strange-talking 
clerks that a body couldn’t understand at all, or buy from the man 
she had seen in the alley, selling stulT from a truck. He was maybe 
cheaper. 

It was almost school letting-out time in the afternoon before she 
heard the calling like a crying in the alley, and remembered with a 
sigh that she needed onions and cabbage as well as potatoes. She 
waited in the snowy alley, standing somewhat apart from the other 
women, many with babies in their arms, and all seemed like with 
young children who came crowding round the truck crying, ‘‘Mom, I 
wanta apple. Gimme grapes. Mom, gimme. Buy urn. Mom, buy 
oranges.” 

‘‘Buy um. Mom. Buy um.” Amos, loud and brash almost as the 
Dalys, was yelling for some great greenish-blue grapes, the like of 
which she had never seen. So much foolishness. Youngens didn’t 
need grapes in December, or did they? Shoe-strings or bubble-gum? 
She stared at the grapes, conscious of the quick, mildly interested 
glances of sdme of the women, more conscious that most noticed her 
not at all. All were buying, crowding round the truck, and she felt 
foolish and stingy hanging back with Amos pulling at her coat, 
begging, ‘‘Git grapes. Mom, please.” 

She felt more stingy still when a little red-headed Daly came, grapes 
spilling from his cupped-up hands, holding the grape-heaped hands 
in front of Amos, commanding, ‘‘Yu want grapes? Here.” 

Amos helped himself as if they had been free from his grand- 
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mother’s vines. Money enough to buy her youngens a mess of grapes 
would buy a vine. “What do you think of us? Are you getting all 
settled?” 

Gertie reiilised the questions were being pul to her. She turned 
from her pondering above the proffered grapes to see a fairly tall, 
well-shaped young woman with long hair braided and wound round 
her head, and with a snow-suited baby on her arm. The woman was 
looking at her, and there w as in her large, rather roundish brown eyes 
the same look that came over Clovis when he went into the insides of 
a strange car. “I'm your neighbour you'll be seeing the most of, for 
I live straight across the alley from you. My name is Anderson.” 

Gertie nodded, puzzled by the woman's voice. The words told, 
but the voice, like the eyes, asked even when she gave her name. 

“Her name's Nevcis. She's got, I think, five kids, an her man 
works inu Flint plant. That right?’’ And the same face that had 
asked for a dream nodded to her, then smiled at Mrs. Anderson. 

“Why, hello. Max,” Mrs. Anderson said, recovering quickly from 
an instant’s confusion, but still unable to return Max’s teasing smile. 
“How’s the job? I've wondered how you were; you went back to 
work so soon.” 

“Yeah,” Max said, turning back to Gertie. 

Gertie smiled at her. Thougli it was only now that she had heard 
even a part of her name, she knew her better, in a way, than any 
woman she had known back home. It was too much to know of any- 
body, but she couldn’t help what she had learned there behind the 
thin walls the night Enoch coughed so. They’d all taken what 
Sophronie called Detroit colds, and Gertie had been rubbing Enoch's 
chest with turpentine, kneeling by his bed, her shoulder almost 
touching the other wall. 

She’d heard the woman come home— earlier than common it must 
have been, for Victor was still home in bed, and usually he seemed to 
be gone when she came home. Gertie had felt his eagerness through 
the cardboard walls, and heard the woman’s laughter, soft, giving, 
nothing held back as in her smile to the woman now. She had left 
Enoch with his chest half greased, and let him cough until she heard 
Victor leave for his work. 

She’d gone back to finish her rubbing of Enoch’s chest, and it was 
then she’d heard the crying. Hopeless it had been, in a way like the 
roaring cry of Victor himself, but filled also with sorrow, lostness, 
aloneness, the aloneness more than anything. She had heard without 
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listening, but unable to leave the crying, and hardly knowing, she had 
fallen to talking, as if the chest she rubbed and the hurt thing through 
the wall were one. “Don’t cry, honey; don’t cry. It won’t alius be 
like this.’’ Gradually the crying had lessened, and it was like a listen- 
ing there behind the wall. She had said aloud the words that for days 
and days she had heard in her head, “ ‘As a bird that wandereth from 
her nest, so is a man that wandereth from his place.’ ’’ 

The girl’s voice had come then, apologetic, sorrowful, “But I don’t 
wanta nest.” The crying had begun again, softer, but more hopeless. 

Gertie had tried hard to think of something. She must have 
drowsed, for it seemed suddenly she was hearing the cry of the old 
preacher, “ ‘For to him that is joined to all the living there is hope: 
for a living dog is better than a dead lion.’ ” 

Silence, and then the childlike giggle, “But th lion ain’t dead.” 

The crying had not come again. Gertie had gone back to bed and 
fallen asleep while hunting a dream for the girl, a pretty dream for one 
who did not want a nest. Next day, when they had met by the coal- 
house, she had given, “Sky, a wide, wide sky filled with stars.” 

The girl had taken it, smiling the gay kind of smile she gave now to 
Sophronie coming down her steps, booted, blue-jeaned, and lip- 
sticked, ready for work, unable to linger when Max asked, “How yu 
doen, kid?” 

“Fallen down,” Sophronie said, not taking the cigarette from 
her mouth, tor her hands were busied tucking wisps of hair under 
a blue bandana as she hurried up to Joe’s truck. She did not look 
up when Mrs. Anderson, wh '' continued to stand by Gertie acting 
like a person trying hard to think of something to say, glanced 
at her face, then asked, “Oh, what happened? You’ve hurt your 
head.” 

“1 fell,” Sophronie said, hefting a head of lettuce. 

“How?” Mrs. Anderson asked, giving the strip of adhesive tape a 
closer look. 

“Off th n^erry-go-round, I guess,” Max said, moving towards the 
truck. 

“Oh? What 's that — this merry-go-round?” 

“A thing that goes round an round. What else?” Max said. 

“But this time of year? I don’t understand?” Mrs. Anderson 
shifted her baby — it seemed cross, like one just beginning to teethe — 
to the other arm, and looked at Max. She learned nothing there, and 
after a quick, worried glance towards a child reaching with a mop 
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handle for an icicle by Gertie’s kitchen door she concentrated again 
on Sophronie. “What is it? Something in the factory?” 

Sophronie nodded as she studied spinach. “Jist like ’sembly, only 
it goes round. Y ou go with it. Walken thataway made me dizzy.” 

Joe, Gertie realised, was smiling at her, rubbing his hands, asking, 
“What for you, ladee?” Mrs. Anderson asked for a smaller piece of 
Hubbard squash, and Joe called over his shoulder into the truck some 
words she could not understand. 

Mrs. Anderson looked quickly up when the strange words came. 
“Who’s your helper, Joe? I thought your boys understood English?” 
And she stood on tiptoe peering into the truck. Gertie, standing 
behind her, saw in the dusky interior of the closed truck the moving 
brightness of what looked to be a red and yellow coat. “Is it another 
nephew, Joe?” Mrs. Anderson persisted. “He looks like a grown 
man. Is he a brother to the little one last fall who shivered so?” 

“Tangerines nice today,” Joe said, holding out three in his 
wrinkled, calloused hand for her inspection. 

She glanced briefly at the tangerines, then back into the truck. 
“Has your nephew been discharged from the Army, Joe, or is he like 
your boys? No citizen, so he won’t have to go?” 

“Nice,” Joe said, listening now to Max, who was asking about 
green beans, nodding his head, repeating, “Nice, today — tender,” 
busy taking things from outstretched hands for weighing, then 
calling again in his own language over his shoulder. 

Mrs. Anderson listened with a look of utmost concentration, then 
gave up at last with a little headshake and said, “He must not have 
been over here long if he doesn’t speak English yet. I’ll take a dozen 
tangerines, Joe, if they’re nice, and a green vegetable — broccoli, I 
think, and don’t forget the squash.” 

Joe, busied with her order, did not reach at once for the sack of 
Max’s green beans held out to him from the inside of the truck. The 
hands, as if eager to be out of the truck, reached fartlter, waving the 
sack, searching for its owner. Gertie saw a young man’.? face, eager, 
smiling, the dark eyes leaping from woman to woman until they 
found Max on tiptoe, one hand reached up for the beans. They 
searched no further, but now the eyes were like hands going over her 
body, caressing, pleased with what they found. Max, however, was 
hunting lettuce for Victor. She took the sack of beans without look- 
ing higher than the hand that held it. The boy’s glance lingered on 
her a moment longer, hoping, but when Max only reached past his 
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feet to the celery, his thirsty eyes went on. They went swiftly over the 
other women. Gertie’s great size, the smallness of the Japanese 
woman, checked them for an instant, then they swept away on down 
the alley. Soon the eyes stopped and held something, smiled on it 
and caressed it as they had caressed Max. 

Gertie, curious, turned and saw that it was Miller’s car. Unlike 
Enoch, who by now recognised the cars of the neighbours as back 
home she had known the mules and the horses for miles around, 
Gertie knew only this one car because it was the longest and shiniest 
in the alley, loaded down with more contraptions than she had 
known existed. The young man continued to look at it, and it was 
only when old Joe spoke harshly to him, twice commanding him to 
do something, that he turned back into the truck, and then only his 
body. His eyes reached for the car still, until Joe whirled and yelled, 
such fury in his hissing, spitting words that Gertie thought he was 
going to bite him. 

Joe seemed even more angry when Mrs. Anderson, who had been 
examining a basket of loose bananas, asked in her quick, excited way, 
“Can’t he understand English at all, Joe? Isn’t it odd how he could 
come over here with the war on?” 

“Bananas cheap today — nice.” 

“Is the little one, the one that shivered so, his brother?” 

“This piece squash, hokay?” 

“Is the little one learning to speak English?” 

“He learn. Lady, yu wanta squash?” 

“Does he go to public schc .1? Oh, yes, yes. I’ll take that piece. 
Does he go to public school?” 

“Da good sisters. Cranberries nice today.” 

“Don’t you like public schools?” 

The words came in a quick, angry hiss, “Public school no good. 
Communist.” His voice smoothed like a starched shirt under a hot 
iron as he spoke to Sophronie, “Green beans nice today?” 

Sophronie shook her head. “Them nice ones last week was 
tough,” but she bought freely of grapes, oranges, tangerines, and, 
urged on by the insistent Claude Jean, who went to school only of 
mornings, she bought ripe tomatoes and fresh pears. 

Mrs. Anderson watched her buying critically and, when she had 
gone, turned with a little headshake to Gertie and Max, the only 
customers remaining. “It’s pitiful the way that woman works, and 
the way she spends her money. Pears, compared to dried peaches. 



190 


are terribly expensive, and have almost no food value or vitamins. 
And such junky clothes. Rayon dresses for her little girl; they don’t 
wear half as well as cotton.” 

‘‘Maybe Sophronie don’t want vitamins or clothes that last 
for ever,” Max said, her eyes smiling. 

‘‘But her children need them,” Mrs. Anderson said, laying money 
in Joe’s hand, looking to Gertie for support. 

“Yeah,” Max said, yawning, stretching her arms, her breasts 
rising, pointed, pushing against the navy-bluejacket. “Who’s gonna 
say what I need? My pop said that once to a damned social worker 

when ” She had grown conscious of the pleased eyes of Joe’s 

helper fixed on her bosom. She was for an instant angry, looking at 
him, then smiled. “Hiyah, kid. You’re already acting like a good 
American man. I’ll betcha end up in u mansion in Grosse Pointe.” 

“Grossa Pointa,” he repeated, flushing, stammering. There was in 
his face more than the simple pleasure of hearing a pretty girl say the 
one word of English he apparently knew. His eyes glowed as he 
nodded, smiling, his face ecstatic as if the place Max had mentioned 
were heaven, but a heaven on earth within his reach. Gertie, watch- 
ing, thought of the brown woman on the train. Her eyes had been 
like the boy’s eyes now, when she had repeated, “Paradise.” 

“Grossa Pointa?” The boy was puzzled now'. He jerked his 
shoulder towards the low grey barracks behind him, as if to under- 
stand how one like Max, who lived in such ugliness, could know 
about a place like Grosse Pointe. 

Max studied him an instant, her head tilted, her gum still, then 
laughed. “It’s America, kid. They taught me to read. I can read 
about it and see them people in th society section.” Her eyes 
narrowed. “Say, kid, how come yu know about Grosse Pointe?” 

But the boy could only repeat, smiling, “Grossa Pointa.” 

Joe, who after reaching into the cab of the truck had turned 
towards Max with something under his coat, stopped *on hearing the 
word spoken by the young one. His smoothish eyes, tiiat'nadc Gertie 
think of over-roasted coffee beans, blazed. His seamy face paled with 
wrath as he spattered the boy with an outburst of short sharp 
sounds. 

The boy scuttled into the truck guiltily, like one who knows he has 
done wrong. Joe’s anger hardened into surliness as he figured the 
cost of Max’s purchases. Finished, he darted a black, vicious glance 
from under his thick brows towards Mrs. Anderson, who, though 
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burdened with baby and vegetables, still stood watching and listen- 
ing, but now with the look of a person who has solved at least one 
problem. “Four ninety-three,” Joe said to Max. 

“Yu put um up on me, Joe,” Max said, handing him a five-dollar 
bill. 

“Twent y-six today, cverbody,” Joe said, surly, making change. 

“That’s a hcck of a lot for cigarettes,” Max said as she took the 
package. 

“No wanta. No buy,” Joe said, reaching for the package, shrug- 
ging a shoulder. 

“Oh, I’ll take um, Joe. Whatsa nickel? Whatsa dime? Whatsa 
dollar? Whatsa million dollars? I made forty in tips last night. You 
make a hundred today with this new price. Old man Flint makes 
another million on machine-guns that blows up an kills th wrong 
guys. Like my pop used to say, ‘Blood’s th cheapest thing on earth, 
but they’s money in it.’ ” 

“Investigation has revealed it was not Flint’s fault,” Mrs. Ander- 
son said, somewhat sharply. 

“Yeah?” Max said, loading her arms with vegetables. “I forgot 
who’s butter’ll your bread. Old man Flint come off luckier than 
Christ. Somebody found Him guilty.” 

“Oh, Max, don’t always ” Mrs. Anderson’s eyes narrowed as 

she considered the oblong paper-wrapped package. “Is that a carton 
of cigarettes? And you said twenty-six cents. That’s above OPA.” 

Joe reached for Mrs. Anderson’s broccoli. “Help you home, 
ladce?” 

“No, thanks, wait on her,” ,ind, still scrutinising the package, Mrs. 
Anderson nodded sidewise towards Gertie. 

“Twenty-six cents?” Max was asking. “Why, that ain’t high for 
imported cork-tipped cigarettes. They’re specials,” she went on, 
smiling, “BM.” 

“Really? I’ve heard of PMs, but never BMs,” Mrs. Anderson said. 

“We all jfotta lot to learn,” Max said, turning towards her steps. 

“Some a th potatoes,” Gertie said into Joe’s asking eyes. “About 
a peck.” 

She bought, or tried to buy, the things she might have had this 
time of year at home — cabbage, onions, and a few apples. She only 
looked longingly at the sweet potatoes. At two pounds for twenty- 
live cents, a mess of baked sweet potatoes would cost almost a dollar. 
Back home she’d sold near twenty bushels for fifty cents a bushel. 
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She wished the molasses, somewhere on the way like the block of 
wood, would come. It seemed a year since she had seen the wood. 

Mrs. Anderson hurried towards the through street after suddenly 
remembering that she had not seen her young son Georgie for the 
past five minutes. Gertie realised the others were all gone. Joe had 
shut the doors in the back of his truck, and was now looking under it 
for stray children and dogs. Still Gertie lingered, the heaped Josiah 
basket on her arm. She stepped up to the dark, surly man just as he 
was getting into the cab. “Thcy’s somethin 1 want to ask you.” 

‘‘Cigarettes all gone,” he said with a swift, impatient glance at her, 
his hand on the door handle. 

She shook her head. ‘‘1 mean — I wondered — I jist got here. Did it 
take you long to — well, to kinda learn to like it, this country? I figger 
it’s so diff’ernt frum mine — it must ha been worse fer you.” 

He had listened, his thick black brows drawn somewhat together 
with his efforts to understand. At last he smiled, shrugged one 
shoulder. ‘‘I did not come to like.” 


CHAPTER FIFTEEN 

Gertie glanced over her shoulder to make certain Amos 
followed. She shifted the Josiah basket to her other arm, and then 
w'alked slowly on, head bent as she stared at the snow under her 
boots. Her thoughts were on the Tipton Place. She was all moved 
now, her corn and fodder were in the barn, for she had rived shakes 
and mended the roof. The hens had learned to lay in the nests she 
had made and lined with fresh hay, the hay so fresh it smelled still of 
hay instead of hen; and before the hen had put down her egg she’d 
turned round and round, shaping the nest to her bottom. Up at the 
house, in the big middle room on the hearth, was her red cedar churn 
filled with clabbered cream. When she had churned and flioulded the 
butter, it would be firm and yellow with little drops of water oozing 
out. The curving lily flower in the mould her father had made would 
rise clearly on the butter, and Cassic as always would cut off the lily 
flower and say, “They’s nothen so good as lily flowers. Mom.” 

And she would say, ‘‘One a these days I’m aimen to fry you a mess 
a butter-lily flowers, Cassic Marie,” and Cassic would giggle 
and . 
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“May I give you God’s word?’’ 

Gertie lifted her glance past the outstretched booklet up to the 
woman’s face. She saw, below white hair, calm brown eyes, some- 
what like Max’s eyes in colour but filled with a peace and a certainty 
that Max did not know. “Read God’s word,’’ the woman went on. 
Her voice was low and somehow pretty, but more than anything it 
was smooth and even. It told a body nothing but the words as it said, 
“Find God an Jesus, and you will find yourself.’’ 

Gertie cleared her throat and did not reach for the booklet. “I’ve 
been a-readen th Bible an a-hunten God fer a long while — off an on — 
but it ain’t so easy as picken up a nickel off th floor.” 

“Evermore learning but forever from the truth,” the woman said, 
walking beside her. “You need a teacher to help in the search. Find 
him. He is coming soon, very soon. The prophecies are almost 
fulfilled.” 

“Paul said that nigh two thousand years ago,” Gertie said, and 
they were silent as they walked together down the bit of empty alley 
between the end of the six-unit building, just ended, and the beginning 
of the building that held Gertie's unit. The woman turned away and 
knocked at the first door. 

Gertie walked slowly on, watching the woman, keeping almost 
abreast of her, for no one came to her knocking at the first two doors. 
At the third door in the row of six, a woman was just coming out with 
broom and bucket, taking advantage of the thaw tc scrub her steps. 
She did not look about her, but at once dipped the broom into the 
paii and began to scrub so vigorously that her broom spattered dirty 
water on to the next stoop, wnich was clean. 

She was a little woman, faded and dumpy, puffed in the wrong 
places, Gertie thought, like a piece of bright but cheap cloth, washed 
and boiled in overly strong lye suds. She was the mother, Clytie had 
said, of the girl Maggie and of the boy who had knocked Enoch 
down. It was hard to believe, though, that this woman could be kin 
of Maggie, fler hair might have been red and curly once, or it might 
have been black and wavy. It was fuzzy grizzled now, matching the 
red, chapped hands on the broom handle. She looked like she might 
be pretty far gone in the family way, but it was hard to say. She was 
so dumpling. 

When the gospel woman paused at the foot of the steps, a book 
held out, the little woman did not look round but continued to scrub 
as if she and the broom were alone in the world together. But Gertie, 
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watching in swift, sidewise glances, felt she knew that someone waited 
by the bottom step. 

There was at the moment one of those sudden lulls of silence that 
now and then dropped into the alley; even traffic, held back by 
switching trains, was still. Gertie heard the gospel woman say, 
“Could I leave some of our literature with you as a gift? It might 
help you through these troubled times.” 

The little woman soused her broom up and down in the bucket, 
giving the other an angry, suspicious glance as she did so. She bent 

again to the scrubbing. “Would you be interested in ” The 

gospel woman’s words were broken off by a spattering of dirty water, 
some of which must have gone into her face. Stilt she advanced 
to the second step, and her voice continued pleasant. “In this 
book are many of Christ’s teachings that will help you through these 


A broomful of scrub water well aimed, with no pretence of 
accident, flew about the brown shoulders and the dull scarf. Gertie 
thought it must have hit the woman in the mouth, for she heard a 
choking gasp, saw her elbows move as if she were wiping her face; 
but in a moment the woman was able to say, turning slowly away, 
“ ‘Do unto others as ’ ” 

The Bible verse was cut in two by the pail of dirty water flung over 
her shoulders and head. Gertie saw it trickle down the coat, both 
front and back, as the woman turned about, wiping her eyes. The 
other cried with a furious shaking of the bucket, “Some people that 
don’t move fast enough when Kathy Daly gits ready to t’row out her 
scrub water gits dirtied. And if,” she went on, dropping the bucket 
and seizing the broom, “good people like Father Moneyhan had th 
say-so in this country, yu’d git worsc’n scrub water. Hitler knows 
how t’handle u likes a youse along wit u Jews.” 

“Yes,” the woman said, still rubbing her eyes as she turned back to 
the other, “the prophecies are being fulfilled. Alt over the eartli we 
are persecuted. Hitler kills us, but here we arc only bctitcn by mobs 
and put into jail.” 

Mrs. Daly flourished the broom. “I mean git. I’ll call a cops; 
da red squad. Youse can’t talk about u gover’ment thataway 
in front a Kathy Daly, see? I’m a good patriotic Christian American. 
See? No niggcr-lovcn, Jew-lovcn, communist’s gonna stand on mu 
steps and tell me wot I gotta do. Don’t think I don’t know th likes a 
youse, communists, not saluten du flag, an ” 
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“Bow down to no graven image,” the gospel woman said, turning 
away again, but awkwardly, like one unable to see. 

“Wotta yu mean, graven image?” And the broom came hard 
down on the blinded woman’s head. Gertie had not known she was 
so close, but when Mrs. Daly ran down two steps and brought the 
broom down a second time, it fell on her own outstretched hand. She 
held it and looked into the angry blue eyes above it. The eyes told 
her the woman was Maggie’s mother, though they were red now, as if 
from old weeping, and set about with flabby wrinkles, faded as if the 
eyes along with the wrinkled, freckled forehead and pouchy cheeks 
had been left too long in the too hot, too strong suds. The loose- 
lipped mouth showed ragged, broken teeth as the woman cried, 
pulling on the broom, “Youse jist got here, yu hillbilly heathen, an so 
help me yu think you run du town. Leggo this broom, yu big bitch. 
I’ll calla cops.” 

Gertie flushed, but hung on to the broom as she turned to the 
gospel woman, who was still wiping her eyes, her face twisted with 
pain. “Hivejist a little piece ahead. Go up to my place an git dry.” 

“I can’t see,” the other said. 

“Youse ain’t blinded,” Kathy cried, struggling with both her small 
hands to free the broom from Gertie's one big hand. “I give youse a 
little Roman Cleanser inu water’s all. But come close t’my house 
anudder time an youse’ull git a pot a lye water. Keep them books an 
that talk away fruin mu kids, see?” Her voiee grew louder, shriller, 
and her talk unlike anything Gertie had ever heard. It became a 
mixture of swear words such as Sue Annie might have used in her 
worst moments, coupled witli others Gertie had never heard, all 
mixed in with prayer-sounding pieces of talk to the Virgin, Father 
Moneyhan, and various saints. Amos stared at her in wonder, as he 
had stared a few moments earlier at the strange-talking man in the 
little grocery store. 

Gertie held ‘the broom olT with one hand, turned the blinded 
woman about with the othci. The door next to Mrs. Daly’s opened, 
and a large dark woman in a starched pink apron came out to her 
stoop and stood watching. Gertie gave her one quick, pleading 
glance, then turned away without asking for help. Something in the 
dark face under the neat rolls of hair in curlers made her feel that if 
the woman took anybody’s part it would be Mrs. Daly’s. 

“Is she badly hurt?” It was Mrs. Anderson running down her 
steps, her baby bouncing on her arm. 
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“I’m fine, thank you, except that I can’t see so well,’’ the woman 
answered, holding her hand out towards the voice. 

Mrs. Anderson ran up and piloted her out of Kathy’s reach, and 
then, while Gertie continued to hold the broom, rushed back. 
Murmuring, “How terrible, how terrible,’’ she ran stooping to pick 
up the booklets and the gospel woman's purse. It was a worn and 
shoddy thing of imitation leather, its flimsy clasp fallen open, with a 
few pieces of silver, but mostly nickels and pennies, scattered in the 
slush. 

Max, in a full-skirted housecoat and with the rumpled look of one 
just awakened, ran down the alley and led the woman away. Gertie 
saw her in swift, sidewise glances, as she saw Mrs. Anderson, but 
mostly she looked into the eyes at the other end of the broom. The 
angry, troubled eyes made her want to say something, beg forgiveness 
for doing a thing she had to do. She had to hold one end of the 
broom, but Kathy Daly had to hold the other. Why? In front of her 
a whele houseful of little youngens was spilling through the door on 
to the stoop, and from somewhere inside she heard the crying of a 
baby — so many youngens. Counting these and the ones gone to 
school, there must be ten. They all screamed at her, repeating 
fragments of their mother’s curses, along with such wx)rds as ‘old 
bitch, hillbilly, Jew, communist’, the last word most fiercely and most 
often repeated, as if in it alone were gathered all the evil that could be 
put into all the curses. At last a little boy darted out and struck her 
on the thigh, crying, “Hillbilly. Go back home, youse liillbilly 
communist.” 

The voice was familiar, and looking at him she remembered the 
grapes he had held out to Amos only a few days ago. “Let th rest 
be,” she said in a rough, hoarse voice to Mrs. Anderson, and dropped 
the broom and darted avv'ay. 

She did not look back when Mrs. Daly called, “Youse needn’t run. 
I wouldn’t hurt a little ting like youse.” 

The children in the doorway laughed so hard they could no longer 
call her names. Ahead of her she heard laughter, and looked up to sec 
Max bending with laughter, her face twisted with the laughter as if it 
were for her some unaccustomed thing she did not quite know how 
to handle. “Whyn’tcha pick her up and throw her inu trash can?” 
she asked when she could speak. 

“I couldn’t,” Gertie said, turning towards her steps, but stopping 
when Max motioned with her arm. 
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“Come on in. Expressman broughtcha some stuff. I got it.” And 
then to Mrs. Anderson, just behind Gertie, her hands and arms over- 
flowing with baby and booklets, “Come on in my place. She’s ina 
bathroom. Victor’s worken double shift. They’s somethen in my 
kitchen yu gotta see. It gives me th willies.” She motioned again to 
Gertie, explaining as she opened the door, “Sophronie an me was 
drinken coffee when Kathy Daly went to war.” 

Gertie followed Max and Mrs. Anderson into the tiny kitchen that 
to her flustered glance seemed smothery crowded with fancy 
furniture. Sophronie, sitting at the table over a cup of coffee, smiled 
up at her, then lifted her peacock-draped arms in a long stretch, the 
cigarette between her fingers pointing ceilingward while she yawned 
with a long and yearning yawn. 

Then in the passway into the living-room Gertie saw the block of 
wood. She crowded past the women until she was close enough to 
touch it; and there in the little empty space in front of the stove she 
knelt and studied it, both with her eyes and her hands, to see if any 
hurt had come to it. But it stood unscratched and undented, marked 
only by the pasted papers to guide it on its journey. The top of the 
head was bending, searching for the face, waiting, as it had searched 
and waited all these years. 

All unknowing her hands went under her coat into her apron 
pocket, opening the knife. If right now she and the wood could be 
alone together, she would bring out the face. His face was so clear — 
Christ coming down through the October field with the red leaves in 
one hand, an axe in the other. It was so plain, a little like Henley’s 
face, a little — no — not exactly. Her hand came away from the knife, 
and dropped again on to the wood. How had it been, the face? She 
wasn’t seeing. She was recollecting what she had seen. The only 
face she could see now was Kathy Daly’s, the eyes looking at her with 
such hatred. A sin it was to make another sin with such hatred and 
such talk — but Judas had to sin. She saw that Amos had followed 
her, and now stood tongue-tied in the doorway behind Mrs. Ander- 
son, who asked, looking over her baby’s head, “What is that? Do 
you carve? Did you do that?” 

“It’s what I wanted yu to see,” Max said, busily hanging the 
woman’s dampened clothing on the overhead pipe. She turned to 
Gertie. “I wanta see his face. He gives me th willies. Seems like all 
he’s gotta do is raise his head an there he’d be.” 

“It’s quite a work of . . .” Mrs. Anderson’s tone, which had been 
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one of grudging praise handed down with authority, changed to 
troubled pleading: “Georgie, darling, please don’t-^o leave the 
poor woman’s clothing on the pipe. It won’t dry on the floor. Let 
Mother take off your snow-suit while you’re in the house.” The dark- 
eyed, smooth-faced child was still an instant while she, working 
awkwardly with one hand, unzipped zippers and unbuckled buckles. 
She had not quite finished when he darted into the living-room after 
Amos and Wheateye. She did not call him back, but shifted the 
baby, and after another frowning glance at the block of wood turned 
her attention to the woman’s clothing. She shook her head in pity. 
“Poor thing. That coat must be twenty years old, and I guess it’s her 
only outdoor garment.” 

“Oh, yeah,” Max said, taking cups and saucers from a shelf above 
the sink. “That coat's just like what th poor woman wears ina 
movies, but lookut them hose — Hudson’s best brand a nylons — 
service weight.” 

Mrs. Anderson sat down and rocked the baby, beginning to 
whimper now, back and forth in her arms in a weary sort of way. 
“Somebody’s given them to her— poor woman.” 

“Yeah?” Max said, pouring cream off a bottle of milk into a small 
pitcher. “Who’s got nylons to give away? And yu oughta see her 
slip, pure silk, real lace. People don’t cast off slips like what she’s got 
on — and make um fit. But so what? It’s her business, ain’t it?” 

“Max!” Sophronic warned in a whisper, just as the gospel woman 
came into the passway. Gertie, pressed into a corner, aware as 
always since leaving home that she took up more than one’s person’s 
share of room, gave the petticoat, showing a little under the house- 
coat Max had loaned the woman, a quick appraising glance, as did the 
others. She saw the lace was in truth hand-made, and finer than any 
her mother had ever done. Still, it seemed to belong on the woman, 
who, without her hat and under the bright overhead light, looked 
older than she had looked in the alley, maybe as old as her mother, 
but, unlike Sophronic, she looked neither tired nor faded without 
make-up, even though one eye was still faintly red from the scrub 
water. Her hair had plainly never been ruined by permanent waves 
and lack of care like Mrs. Daly’s. There was something about its 
soft whiteness, set in gentle waves and curling wisps around her ears, 
that bespoke an easier, kinder life than the alley gave. 

There was the same look about her small, white, uncallouscd hands ; 
and when she thanked Max for the coffee her voice was plainly a 
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stranger to all-alone weeping like Max’s voice, or mad screaming like 
Kathy’s. She sat with the others about the table, silent, sipping 
coffee, smiling now and then at Mrs. Anderson’s baby, growing ever 
more restless. She gave it one of Max’s bright silver spoons, and a bit 
of coffee cake, which Mrs. Anderson, with a horrified look, im- 
mediately took from the child, though not before she had got a few 
small crumbs into her mouth. “It’s not on her diet,” she explained 
as the child smacked its lips, then screamed, reaching for the cake. 

“You have a pediatrician, my dear?” the gospel woman asked. 

“Oh, yes. Yes, indeed,” Mrs. Anderson said, looking somewhat 
startled, then composing her face to add, “a very good one, highly 
recommended by two of my husband’s bosses.” 

“Really. And may I ask where your husband works?” 

“In one of Mr. Flint's plants — temporarily. He majored in sociol- 
ogy and did government work in employment down in Indiana before 
the war. But now he does something about personnel. I don’t know 
just exactly what it is.” 

“Neither docs anybody else. I’m sure,” the gospel woman said. 
She smiled at Mrs. Anderson, then looked at Gertie, still standing 
pressed into a corner of the passway. “I can’t begin to thank you,” 
she said, setting down her coffee cup. “Not just for helping me, but 
for not hurting the other and for not saying anything.” 

“She was too little, an I ain’t much on talken,” Gertie said. 

The other nodded, “Talk — human talk — is no good. She needs 
Christ.” 

“Yeah,” Max said, flipping a package of cigarettes across the 
table towards Sophronie. “If Christ come knocken on her door, an he 
couldn’t say his beads with a Irish brogue, she wouldn’t let him in. 
If he told her about the man with the two coats, she’d call him a 
communist, and if his beard wasn’t blond like the images she’d call 
him a dirty Jew.” 

The gos^ef woman sighed. “Poor thing — such hatred, such hatred. 
She needs a teacher.” 

Gertie cleared her throat. “Seems like she’s got one — this Father 
Moneyhan she kept a-quoten.” 

“He’s terrible — some say his teachings here in the United States 
have helped Hitler a lot,” Mrs. Anderson said. “He’s fascist through 
and through.” 

“I don’t know this Father Moneyhan,” Max said, “but whatever 
he is, if he’s a Catholic he’ll love Hitler an huggle up to Mussolini 
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an hate th Russians worse’n th Germans,” and her eyes were no 
longer cool but hotly bright. 

Mrs. Anderson looked apprehensively at Max, and spoke sooth- 
ingly: “Now, Max, they hate the Russians because they’re com- 
munists.” 

“Yeah,” Max said, “they hate th Russians for what they ain’t, not 
for what they are. Kid, I’m educated — my mother-in-law’s taught 
me more about some things than your man will ever know when he 
finishes that paper for that degree. Th Pope’s hated th Russians an 
th Russians has despised th Pope from a long time back when there 
wasn’t no communism, nothing but kings.” 

“And the Pope,” the gospel woman said. 

“Max,” Mrs. Anderson began, putting the baby over her shoulder, 
“historically you're partly right; but still they don’t hate the way 
you ” 

“Oh, yeah?” Max leaned forward, an unlighted cigarette between 
her fingers. “Maybe yu do know history, but yu’re not married to a 
Catholic — or yu thought yu was married till yu learned dilTerent — a 
Polock Catholic. I know. See?” 

“My dear, don't hate him or any Catholic,” the gospel woman 
said. “You need ” 

“Yeah?” Max asked, her voice rising. “I know wot 1 need. If I 
quit hating them — him and her, th priest that done it, that lying sister 
that letum carry her away — if I quit hating them, I'd hafta hate 
myself — see?’’ 

Mrs. Anderson was looking worried. “Please, Max, don’t get 
all ” 

“Hell, I’m not worked up,” and Max’s voice from being shrill and 
hard was low, almost a whisper as she looked at the gospel woman. 
“I gotta hate, see. Them Catholics killed my baby.” .She sprang up 
so hastily her chair tipped backward. She jerked it upright, crying to 
it as if it had been human, “Damn yu, yu God-damned chair. I hate 
loose chairs, allatime falling down.” She looked at the gospel 
woman, “But Victor, he would have a house for th kid, he said. 
Then he helped um kill her. She was three months old day before 
yesterday, and three days old when they killed her.” She whirled, 
caught up one of the booklets. “Yu don’t think this — a million a 
these, a million Bibles, Jesus Christ hisself — can make me stop 
hating um? It wouldn’t be doing right by her if I stopped — sec?” 

“Max, please,” Mrs. Anderson said in a worried, pitying voice. 
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“they didn’t kill your baby. It was weak — ^very weak. They didn’t 
tell you at first — but I talked to Victor when it was about a day old. 
He was badly worried, for they had it in oxygen, and . . .’’ 

Max was crying in a shrill voice that held no tears, “They did kill 
it. Victor wanted a boy was why he seemed worried to you. Victor’s 
mother wanted it to die. She called it a bastard, and me married 
more’n a year. She’d seen our marriage certificate made out in 
Pittsburgh.” 

“But the baby was weakly, Max,” Mrs. Anderson insisted. 

“How inu hell do yu know so much?” She shook her head 
emphatically. “She wasn’t weakly. She had u strong cry. She was 
fine an strong till they carried her away. At his mother’s own church 
it hadda be, not inu hospital chapel — to be baptized — sneaked her 
off. I didn’t know till his mother told me. She knowed enough 
English to say that, to come bragging to me, ‘Da child’s no bastard 
now,’ she says. Two days later it was dead — pneumonia. They lied 
to me; not strong at birth, they said. They oughta told th truth — 
Victor an his mom, they’d rather have a dead Catholic than a live, 
free kid.” 

She turned to Gertie as if for support, begging her to bear some of 
the burden of the hatred, “She was strong. I took care a myself 
good. I never touched a drop a liquor, and only ten cigarettes a day 
— but the Catholics, the damned, damned Cath ” 

“My dear, my dear,” the gospel woman interrupted, “can’t you 
see you’ve let them ruin your young life with hatred? Their few drops 
of water didn’t kill your baby or change it in any way. Many are 
kind people with much love.” 

“Yeah? Yu think they har.g together on account a their love — 
their hate fer niggers an Jews an Russians an Protestants holds um 
together.” She gave the well-kept hands, the gently waving hair, a 
quick, contemptuous glance. “Wotta you know about hate?” 

The gospcl*wonian considered, staring down into her empty cup, 
and Mrs. Anderson turned to Max and began an explanation, quick- 
spoken and somehow dreary, as if she had already said the same 
thing to her many times, of how the baby must have been puny from 
the beginning or they wouldn’t have baptized it so soon, for usually 
they waited. 

Max whirled from an absent-minded arranging of the gospel 
woman’s books left by the sink. “I’ve toldcha a million times they 
couldn’t wait. They knowed that once I was home with her I’d never 
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let um take her away. I was flat on my back.” Some word or title on 
the cover of a booklet caught her eye. She stopped to study it an 
instant, and when she spoke again her voice was more calm. “I 
wanta buy about a dozen a these. I’ll put um all over th place, this 
about Catholics. One I’ll lay at th feet u his blessed Virgin.” 

The gospel woman sighed. “My dear, these tracts were never 
meant to be distributed in such a spirit of ” 

“Hate. Sure I hate him. He knows it. He cheated on me when he 
begged me into marrying him in Pittsburgh. There he made me 
think he was a man. He ain’t no man, not here in Detroit. He’s his 
religion an his job an his mom’s boy. He’s got a good Polock mom. 
She never let her kids go to public school or hear anybody talk 
English at home. He got away from her for th first time in his life, 
and learned he hadda have a woman. So he picked me.” She stood, 
hands on hips, looking down at the gospel woman. “And they call it 
love. Love." 

“Everything has to have a name,” the gospel woman said. “Try 
not to take it all so hard. You arc very young, but some day you will 
— well, grow up, get more confidence in yourself so that you will quit 
being afraid.” 

“Afraid? Victor’s not gonna hurt me none. He wouldn’t.” 

The older woman finished her coffee, turned about in her chair, 
and considered Max with a little headshakc. “Oh, I don't mean he 
would beat you or anything like that. If he did it might be easier. 
You could then, perhaps, make him hale himself for having done 
such a thing. But don’t you think,” she went on, speaking slowly, 
carefully, “that — well, at least sometimes, we are more afraid of 
what people might make us want to do ourselves, to change ourselves 
— that is, w'hen we can see through them enough to know. Some of 
us arc more afraid of that tlian anything they could po.ssibly do to 
us.” 

Max pondered an instant, her gum still, then nodded. “Yu said it, 
sister. Damned if I’m gonna let anybody make me wanta be nothen 
but another piece a Hamtramck.” 

“But you’re very much afraid you’ll start wanting to please, that’s 
why you hate. You’ll have to learn at least to cover it all up, so that 
they won’t know and be — well, shall we say, tempted?” 

“But how inu hell do you cover up somclhcn that’s burnen a hole 
inyu?” 

The gospel woman looked politely impatient. “Just make up your 
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mind. Be certain. Hatred, my dear, is an emotion. Usually we hate 
things or people with which we have some emotional involvement, 
such as ” 

“Love?” Max whispered, when the other seemed to hesitate and 
hold back from the word. She nodded, and Max came very close to 
her chair and looked down into her face, asking, “But wotta yu 
gonna do?” 

“Some manage one way. Some another. I have decided that 
Amnon’s way was best after all. Remember, ‘Then Amnon hated 
her exceedingly; so that the hatred wherewith he hated her was 
greater than the love wherewith he had loved her. And Amnon said 
unto her, “Arise, be gone.” ’ A woman would have to manage 
differently.” 

“It ain’t that simple,” Max said, turning away. 

“It’s all a case of making up one’s mind,” the gospel woman said. 

“An when we’ve changed an tried to please em, we hate em worse 
than ever.” Gertie had spoken in a low voice, startled by her words, 
wondering why she talked. But here it wasn’t like back home. 
Talking to this woman was like singing to the wind. She would be 
gone, and what a body said to her was finished, not like talk to Sue 
Annie back home. There the words, always living, remembered, 
could be repeated twenty years later. 

The gospel woman looked at her with interest, and seemed ready 
to say something, but at that moment Max happened to glance at 
the clock. “Lordy, Lordy !” she exclaimed, turning towards the bath- 
room, “I gotta go to Zadkiev'icz’s. I gotta find some soap powder a 
some kind.” She glanced at Gertie. “Couldja git anything, or 
didn’tcha git nothen but th ‘Nah’?” 

Gertie smiled. The memory of her failure in the store hurt less 
now. Even the only half-whispered jeer of ‘heelbeely’, of a fat 
woman in a yellow scarf and a red coat, stung less. The woman, like 
many others, had watched while Gertie stood sweaty-handed and 
dumb, pointing to this and that in the meat counter where the strange 
piles of sliced stuff seemed no kin to the hogs and calves and muttons 
she’d butchered back home. Worse, she had been unable to under- 
stand any word of what the man behind the counter said ; angry and 
impatient he had seemed because he couldn’t understand her. 
Suddenly, looking at the women around her here in Max’s kitchen, it 
seemed almost funny. “I did see him hand out some washen powders 
. an soap — that good yaller napthie kind — but when it come to me I 
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got th ‘Nah’,” and smiling more widely she flung out her hands as 
Zadkiewicz had done to show their emptiness. 

“Yu gotta learn him,” Max said. “Him an his ‘Nahs’. I gotta buy 
soap. He’s gonna sell me soap,” and she hurried away to dress. 

“I’d like to watch and listen,” Mrs. Anderson said. “He will never 
sell me anything that’s scarce.” 

“An take notes for Homer?” Max called over her shoulder. 

Mrs. Anderson flushed, Sophronic smiled, and though the gospel 
woman looked at her, plainly curious, Mrs. Anderson said nothing. 
They were silent until Mrs. Anderson whispered under the sound of 
water running in the bathroom, “Max, poor thing, has such a 
fixation. I've tried to tell her that three per cent of all babies arc still- 
born, and that in spite of modern medicine a great many die shortly 
after birth.” 

“Have you ever lost a child?” the gospel woman asked. 

Mrs. Anderson looked surprised and shook her head, and con- 
tinued silent, staring at Gertie’s block of wood until Max came back, 
dressed for the street in boots, blue jeans, and jacket. “Good luck,” 
the gospel woman said. 

“You need u luck,” Max said, opening her purse and taking out a 
five-dollar bill. She shoved it across the table towards the other, “1 
ain’t quite certain just what is your racket, lady, but whatever it is I 
bet you’re out for something better’n a fast buck. Take it,” she 
insisted when the other looked at her but did not reach for the 
money. “I had a houseful a drunks last night. Tips was good, but so 
was th pinches. Oh, them judges.” 

“Thanks,” the gospel woman said, and straightened the hem of 
Max’s tightly-belted jacket. “Poor judges,” she said, “if I were a 
man, I know I’d whistle when 1 saw you.” 

Max jerked off the jacket bell and flung it on the table. “If I could 
quit looken like a female, maybe they wouldn’t try to go no further 
than whistlen. Allatime they’re tryen to git me in cars, or crowden 
up on u street cars, an then, at work, th pinches. Dctioit is th 
woman-hungriest place I’ve ever seen.” 

Sophronic sighed. “Ain’t it th truth? They must be short a 
women in this town. On this shift I alius run out in the middle a 
th street, ever step a th way frum th bus, scrawny as 1 am. I’d 
ruther take a chanct on bein’ knocked down by a car than took by a 
man ” 

Max, her hand on the door-knob, was interrupting. “Kathy 
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Daly’s gonna have another fit. They’s a nigger woman inu alley. 
Acts like she’s lost.” 

The gospel woman sprang up, uneasily asking, “Is she quite tall, 
slender, coffee-coloured?” 

“Yeah, lotta cream inu coffee, though. And she looks like some- 
thing that don't belong in this alley — a lady. Yu want I should run 
tell her you’re here?” 

“Please,” the gospel woman said, after one glance through the 
door. “It’s Johala.” She considered, for an instant, her dampened 
clothing on the gas pipe. Then, like a child ordinarily good and so 
unwilling to be caught in some meanness, she gathered everything 
in one swoop and burned to the bathroom. 

Max, who had run down the steps and called to the woman in the 
alley, opened the door, holding it wide as she said, “Go right in an 
make yourself at home. She’s okay. Hadda little accident. I gotta 
go, but I’ll be right back.” 

In spite of Max’s welcome and Mrs. Anderson’s murmured, 
“Come in,” the tall, straight, only slightly dusky woman hesitated 
in the doorway. She did not seem afraid, more like one who has 
learned that the entering of a strange door is not always a pleasant 
thing. Her large eyes went quickly over the women’s faces, searched 
swiftly about the kitchen until she saw on the sink shelf by the door 
the gospel woman’s purse. Like the tracts stacked close by, it showed 
traces of Kathy’s scrub water. The woman gave a low, troubled 
gasp. 

“Is she hurt?” 

“Oh no,” Mrs. Anderson said. “Her clothing got wetted, that’s 
all.” 

Sophronie smiled and flicked on Max’s coffee-making machine. 
“She’s inu bathroom changing back into her clothes. Run an see 
about her if yu wanta, then set an have some coffee. I’ll bet you’ve 
been a-looken around these alleys in this weather fer a spell.” 

“Not lot.g,” the woman said, smiling at Sophronie. All the 
suspicion was gone from her face now, though she hurried a little as 
she went to the bathroom. 

Any talk she and the gospel woman might have had was blotted 
out by an unusually low-flying aeroplane. The place was so filled 
with the stomach-shaking roar that Amos came running to his 
mother. Gertie, as always when he or Cassie was frightened by a 
plane, pressed his face against her bosom and clapped her hand over 
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his ears, for she herself was never able *to keep from cringing and 
shivering at the sounds. Holding him so, she felt some strange hard- 
ness against her bosom, and when the plane had gone she asked, 
“What you been into, son?” 

“Playen,” he said, “with this sick man on this necklace.” 

Sophronie looked and said, “Oh, Lordy, them youngens has been 
into Victor’s holy images. You’d better give it to me, honey, an I’ll 
put it back. He alius keeps that on u table by his bed.” 

Gertie studied the cross-shaped Christ on the string of beads, and 
asked in a low voice, “Why would he want a necklace?” 

Sophronie smiled. “Don’t let them like Kathy Daly an Miz 
Bommarita, let alone Victor, hear you a-callcn that a necklace. 
They’d putcha down fer a heathen. It’s a rosary. I never seen one 
neither till I come up here.” 

Gertie continued to look at it. Here was a Christ, she thought, her 
mother would have liked : the head drawn back in agony, the thorns, 
the nails, each with a drop of crimson below it, a great splash of 
scarlet for the wounded side, the face bearing many wrinkles to 
indicate agony. Sophronie saw her curiosity, and said, as she turned 
with it to the bedroom, “You’ll see plenty jist like it. They’re all over 
this town, them Christs on crosses.” 

Mrs. Anderson’s fat Georgie scuttled into the room clutching, as 
if he would never let it go, a china doll dressed in a gown of a soft and 
shining blue that made Gertie think of the Cumberland on a still 
October day. Mrs. Anderson, in spite of the heavy baby, sprang up 
in horror. “Georgie, darling, do be careful. You might break it. 
It’s Victor’s Child of Prague. His grandmother brought it to this 
country when she was just a little girl. Give it to Mother now.” 
She made a quick but futile snatch for the doll. 

Georgie whirled back and dived into the passway, narrowly missing 
the stove, screaming, “I wanna dis. I’m gonna have ut. I’m gonna.” 

His mother snatched again. He jumped backwards and bumped 
into the gospel woman, just returned from the bathroom. She took 
the blue china doll before Georgie knew what was happening. 
“Thank you, my dear,” she said. 

Georgie screamed, leaped for the doll, couldn’t reach it, then kicked 
the woman sharply on the shin. “Your foot slipped, my dear. 
You’ll never play football unless you learn to manage your feet better 
than that,” and she smiled at him as she handed the Child of Prague 
to Sophronie. 
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Johala came and drank the coffee Gertie gave her, but the gospel 
woman lingered in the passway, bent above the block of wood, 
peeping as if she would see the hidden face. Mrs. Anderson had 
shifted her now lustily bawling baby to her left shoulder, the better 
to seize and hold Georgie with her right hand. The effort reddened 
her face and corded her neck, for Georgie was kicking back and forth 
and up and down like a prancing pony, trying to get the gospel 
woman’s attention as he cried, “I can, too, make my feet mind. I 

wanta kick yu — yu old — youse old ” It was only after the fourth 

try that lie remembered the word he had just heard in the alley. 
“Bitch,” he cried triumphantly. “Youse old bitch.” 

Sophronie stood in the bedroom doorway, twisting her head about 
to send her voice above Georgie’s screams to Gertie just around the 
comer from the door. “Thank th Lord they ain’t hurt none a 
Victor’s pretties. But it’s a wonder. One a them — I figger it was 
Wheateye — dumb up and got down his Virgin Mary.” The gospel 
woman glanced up from the block of wood, and Sophronie directed 
her glance to the bedroom in front of her. “Ain’t that a fancy place 
in there? Never a week goes by but what that man buys that woman 
' somethen. That quilted rayon bedspread jist last week, and I bet it 
cost twenty dollars if it cost a dime. An,” Sophronie added, as if it 
were some unheard-of thing, “he alius pays cash.” 

The gospel woman nodded, but she seemed absent-minded, and 
looked again at the block of wood. Then, as Mrs. Anderson gradually 
got Georgie out of the passway towards the outside door, she moved 
a step nearer Gertie. “You did that, I believe,” and when Gertie 
had nodded, she said, “You must finish it, make something fine and 
beautiful.” 

“A graven image?” the negro woman was asking, drinking coffee, 
her face somehow the face of Peter exploring the wounds of Christ. 

“Not a graven image, Johala,” the other said, “but just a thing 
of beauty in* this ugly world. Isn't that right?” and she turned to 
Gertie. 

Gertie flushed. “I don’t know nothen about things like that. 
Mostly — well, mostly 1 jist like tu whittle.” 

The gospel woman had listened closely to the halting words, and 
waited a moment, still listening, as if she hoped there would be more. 
But Gertie turned towards the wood, and Johala spoke politely, but 
with a hint of impatience: “Mrs. Mac — Bales, Floyd’s waiting over 
on that through street. He might get a ticket.” 
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“That would be interesting,” the gospel woman said, listening to 
Mrs. Anderson, who was explaining somewhat guiltily to Sophronie 
that she’d decided to take Judy home and feed her, though it was still 
almost an hour ahead of schedule. 

“Did you ever try feeding a child when it was hungry? Breast 
fed?” Mrs. Bales came closer and smiled at the hungry Judy. 

Mrs. Anderson looked horrilied, “Oh no, all pediatricians know 
it’s very detrimental to a child’s emotional and social development 
to breast-feed it after it's six months old. They gain much faster on 
formula.” 

“Really?” Mrs. Bales said, beginning to draw on her boots. 

Sophronie draped her robe more tightly about her bony hips, 
picked up Gertie's rope-tied carton of bed clothing, and said to the 
coatless Wheatcye, “Git, honey.” 

Mrs. Anderson, with the hungry Judy screaming and gnawing her 
shoulder, was stalled on Max’s steps because Georgie, good- 
humoured now, had threatened to get mad again if his mother didn’t 
stand and watch him be a snow-plough. She looked enviously 
towards the thin Sophronie and her thin child, and said to Gertie, 
who was coming down the steps with the block of wood, “If I let 
Georgie run around in this weather without a coat, he’d be 
hospitalised for a week. Her children are almost never sick, but 
they’ve never heard of cod-liver oil or vitamin pills,” and she gave a 
puzzled headshake. 

Mrs. Bales, walking ahead, smiled over her shoulder. “Neither did 
Paul nor Thomas Jelferson. Good-bye, my dear; things will get 
easier.” She turned to Gertie. “Thank you again. Search on and you 

will find ” They had covered the few steps to Gertie's walk when 

Mrs. Bales stopped. She glanced uneasily towards Johala, who had 
also stopped and was waiting with the polite but impatient air of a busy 
woman forced to spend time at some foolish party. “A face,” Mrs. 
Bales went on, touching the block of wood, “the perfect face. The 
top of the head, and the hair, the way it swirls, they’re beautiful,” and 
she stood on tiptoe in order to see the top of the head again. She 
asked, without looking away, “Did you sec it, Johala? Did you see?” 

Johala nodded, searching Gertie’s face, “Christ?” 

Gertie nodded. “I’ve alius kind a hoped so — but I cain’t seem tu 
find a face.” 

“Maybe,” Johala said, and she was smiling a little, “you’ll find it in 
Detroit. In Detroit there are many Christs.” 
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“Seems like they’re all dead an hung on crosses,” Gertie said. 

“I guess it’s easier to live with a dead Christ,” Johala said. 

Mrs. Bales protested. “Oh, Johala, Christ is alive. He is risen. 
His spirit struggles continually in Satan’s world.” 

“Yes’m,” the dark woman said, and moved on down the walk, 
for Georgie, ploughing snow in her direction, was flinging the dirty 
snow on to her boots. 


CHAPTER SIXTEEN 

Saturday again, and all morning the alley had been first a 
knocking and then a reaching hand, cupped for the down-dropping 
silver, thumb and fingers reaching for the bills. Silver enough she 
had had for Casimir the ice-man and for the paper-boy who collected 
each Saturday. Six loaves she had asked of the bakery man, wonder- 
ing if only that much bread would run them till Monday, but still the 
dollar bill had been too little and she must break another. The milk- 
man came with his milk and his bill for the seventy quarts they’d 
u.sed since the Saturday two weeks back. She had held out to him a 
ten and a five, her lips moving over the figures; two ones and forty 
cents would be left in change. She had questioned with her eyes, 
opened her mouth to protest when instead of the forty cents there 
were two pennies. She remembered the sales tax. She was always 
forgetting the .sales tax. EnoUi.,h to have bought two more quarts of 
milk, and there was never enough for milk-hungry Reuben. 

In between therc’d been the pedlars and the children. “Lady, any 
small children in the home?” An older woman shoved sample 
pictures into her face. “Large photographs or postcard size for the 
father in the service. No? Friends back home, then? Remember 
them with a ’picture of loved ones.” She had hurried away after 
Gertie’s three hcadshakes. Next came two little girls giggling with 
shyness, “Lady, buy a chance on this beautiful radio. One punch, 
onli ten cents; git a box u candy, perhaps, even if yu don’t gitu radio. 
Butcha can’t lose, lady. Yu'll help u good sisters buy equipment 
fudu playroom.” There had come a boy thrusting a too bright 
wreath into her face. “Why, lady,” when she had shaken her head, 
“if I didn’t tell yu it was paper, yu’d think um fresh frum u tree.” 

Then came a man with a suitcase, opening the storm door and 
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knocking on the inside door as if he owned the place. “But I 
don’t ’’ she began. 

“Three sixty-five, Mrs. Nevels, on your little account.” He came 
through the door and waved the card to remind her, the waiting 
cupped hand in his eyes. The suitcase was quickly opened on the 
floor, and more quickly still out came the purple curtains, the pink 
bedspreads, the flowered tablecloths, the towels, bath-mats, pot- 
holders, chenille rugs. They were a flood over the table, the chairs, 
and the board on which Gertie tried to iron, and over them the flood 
of words: “Now, lady, any small thing for your home. Yu credit’s 
good with us; so little, so little each week. Yu’ll have more linens 
den u Hotel Statler an never know yu’ve spent a dime.” 

Clytie heard and came running. She saw the length of blue-dotted 
rufiled curtains in his hands. “Oh, Mom, they’re prettier than th 
ones I was goen to order back home.” 

The man seized more curtains, pink ones now. “Just what the 
young lady needs for her bedroom; these flowers fudu kitchen; lace 
here fudu living-room — dignity yet, but good.” He bent across the 
ironing-board, looked up at Gertie, perspiring, backing away. 
“Youse ez lucky, a chance like this on such a buy — pure cotton, 
regulation PY 47 goes on next week. No more cotton. Du Navy’s 
short on doilies. Yu gotta not git caught short.” 

Gertie mumbled something about getting his money, and fled. 
His voice followed. “Think a yu kids, lady. Kids gotta have 
curtains, rugs, bedspreads . . .” 

Gertie closed the door behind her, and his voice and Clytie’s voice 
were lost in the steel-mill sounds. She remembered, leaning against 
the door, breathing hard as if she had been running, that in this room 
there was no money. This was a kind of sanctuary, and often she fled 
to it. Victor and Max’s bedroom was on the other side of the wall, 
and it was most always still of days except when Victor’s radio played 
music, and though the music was dilferent from any she had heard, 
she liked it. Here, too, was the block of wood. It stood on a chair 
because there was no room for it on the floor. Cassic had wanted it 
in the room with the two little beds where she and Clytie slept, but 
Gertie had been unable to wedge it in. 

She was smoothing the top of the head when Clytie came, begging 
for curtains at least for the living-room, reminding her, “Pop was 
quarrellen t’other night, saycn wc was th onliest people in th alley 
’thout curtains but Miz Anderson; an Georgic swings on hers.” 
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Gertie drew a deep breath. “But they’re so skimpy an flimsy — ^an 
they’ll make th place seem littler. An all that money. Git that five- 
dollar bill from th high shelf. He’ll have to have a down payment.’’ 

Clytie said, “Oh, goody!” and skipped away. 

Gertie ironed again, but her thoughts wandered, as they so often 
did. She forgot, as she had forgotten many times since Clovis had 
brought her the always hot electric iron. She set it on the stove, and 
even bent to get the wood before she remembered. 

She was in the middle of Clovis’s good white shirt when there came 
another knocking. Too weary to walk round the board and open the 
door, she called the knocker in, though Clovis had warned her that 
in Detroit it was a dangerous thing to do. However, it was only 
Maggie Daly, holding out a box of Christmas cards, explaining she 
sold them to help the good sisters of Crimson Blood High buy 
batons for the class in baton-twirling. 

“Yu know you’re gonna send cards to your folks back home,” 
Maggie said, spreading the cards on the table so that Gertie might 
buy without any interruption to the ironing, “so buy these an help u 
good sisters.” And she showed cards with fat baby Christs that made 
Gertie think of the cur dog on her mother’s rug. There were fat little 
angels that might have come from the ads for baby foods in the 
paper, and many prim-mouthed mothers of God, all blonde with the 
permanent-waved, neat-handed look of the women in the frozen- 
food ads. All seemed at least one heaven away from the tears and 
sweat and blood of the many childbirths and the work the Mother 
Mary had. Maggie was disapj>ointed when in the end Gertie bought 
only three, and these, fat angels. 

She ironed again, and not long after Sophronic came, whispering 
above her package-filled arms, “Is your youngens all out a th way? 
I’ve got Santie Claus stuff— I meant to go to Max’s, but Victor’s 
home.” 

“They’re all out in th snow,” Gertie answered. 

Sophronic turned and motioned with her head towards the 
battered car in the alley, then hurried across the kitchen, while a tall 
man, almost as tall and slim as Clovis, got out from the driver’s seat. 
He loaded up with bundles, taking last from a box in the back a 
bottle of beer. “Santa Claus,” he said, smiling as he came to the 
door, his voice soft and slow. 

Gertie tried not to show the scorn she felt for such a foolish waste 
of money. A little stuff for Santa Claus, maybe, but not so much. 
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Under the wrappings she caught glimpses of a sledge, shiny con- 
traptions on wheels, and boxes of all sizes. She saw on one the words 
Hockey Skates, and remembered with a twinge of guilt that Enoch 
had wished for just such skates. Amos would love a contraption on 
wheels. “I ain’t bought a thing,” she said, half-defiantly, half- 
apologetically, to Sophronie as she helped her stow the stuff in the 
scant space under the bed in her room. 

“You’d better be a-layen it in,” Sophronie said. “War’s maken 
stuff so scarce they won’t be nothen left by Christmas. Most a th 
stores’ll let you have it on time, like clothes er anything else. An it’s 
like Whit says, they ain’t never little but onct.” The top fell off a 
flimsy cardboard box, and a tiny red cup rolled out. Sophronie 
reached for it with a worried, “Oh, Lordy, I hope none uv em’s lost,” 
and she opened tlie box to examine the set of dishes, little and dainty 
and red. 

Even Gertie smiled on the little things. “My Cassie’ud set a big 
dinner w'ith them,” she said. 

“You can git um in Hamtramck — two seventy-five. I alius, when I 
was a youngen, wanted a little set of dishes.” And she squatted a 
moment, staring at the cup, her usually expressionless eyes looking 
back at the little girl who had wanted dishes. She smiled up at 
Gertie and put the cup away. “But we gincrly got our part a th 
cotton money along about Christmas, an by the lime Pop paid up at 
th store they wasn’t much left.” 

“Hurry,” Whit called from the kitchen, “they’s a great swarm a 
youngens a-comen thisaway. It’s all right,” he allied a moment later 
as the women hurried to hide the toys. “They ain’t a-comcn in. 
Looks like somebody’s cleaned up ona Dalys, they’re all a-runnen in 
home. That biggest un’s a blcedcn some. Mebbc fer onct our kids 
didn’t git th dirty end a th stick.” 

The w'omen came into the kitchen. Whit looked round from the 
door and smiled at Sophronie, satisfaction in his pillc blue eyes. 
Gertie saw that two of his front teeth were broken, with only stumps 
remaining, and that running up from the broken teeth was a crooked 
scar, showing ugly across one temple, reaching up into his pale, thin 
hair. Though she knew him to be younger than Clovis, his eyes 
looked old, holding something of the filmed and rheumy look of a 
very old man’s eyes, but his laugh when he looked out of the door 
again was young enough. “It must ha been Claude Jean done it. 
He’s a-comen thisaway.” 
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Sophronie looked through the glass and gave a sharp gasp. 
“They’ve hurt him agin. Look how he’s a-bleeden frum his mouth. 
Four a them, alius four a them on my two — an then th least uns 
clawen um while th big uns holds um.” 

“Yeah. But recollect ours gits help sometimes.” Whit took a sip 
of beer, studied Claude Jean in the alley. “He don’t look like he’d 
got his feelens bruised up none.” 

Gertie looked over their shoulders, but could not find Claude Jean 
or any of her own, for the alley seemed one churning, wriggling mass 
of children, tempted out on this warmish Saturday by the freshly 
fallen snow. She saw Georgie pulling his sledge upside down. 
Following Georgie was a plumpish man in horn-rimmed spectacles 
and an overcoat, who at every step or so stooped, and with a quick, 
furtive motion tried to put the sledge right side up. The man always 
straightened quickly and stood helplessly watching each time his son 
turned and saw what he was trying to do, then stamped his foot and 
screamed. 

A huddle of little girls was building a snowman across from Max’s 
place, who from their giggling squeals and cries loved the snowballs 
flung by little boys more than the snowman. Gertie wished that 
Cassie might be with them, laughing and squealing and hiding her 
face. She saw Cassie at last, but alone as always, running into the 
alley at the end by the railroad fence. She was not alone either, for in 
one mittened hand she held Callie Lou’s hand, while with the other 
she caught up a handful of snow and tried to fling it into the witch- 
child’s face. She failed, but laughed and ducked her head when the 
other, using Cassie’s hand, flung it back. Gertie smiled; she had 
suddenly realised that Callie Lou was one of the things she had 
missed in Detroit. 

“Well, is he or ain’t he a-comen out?” Whit wanted to know. 

Gertie realised that she and Cassie were about the only ones within 
sight of the Daly door who were not looking at it. Mr. Anderson no 
longer seemed interested in righting the sledge, but stared at the Daly 
door with the same look of all-consuming curiosity as must have been 
on the face of Lot’s wife when she turned to watch the beginnings of 
the end of Gomorrah. Claude Jean, oblivious to the trickle of blood 
down his chin, stood at the end of the Meaiwell sidewalk, watching, 
smiling a little, half afraid, but eager too. 

He was joined in a moment by his older brother, Gilbert, only a 
year younger than Reuben but smaller, a tough and wiry child with 
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hair the colour of his pale skin, so that at a distance he seemed bald- 
headed, only now his head was splashed with crimson. Sophronie, 
seeing it, gave another low gasp, and pulled at the door-knob. Whit 
took another sip of beer and put his hand over hers as he said, “You 
know better’n to go out an mix with them Dalys. Old man Daly,” 
he explained to Gertie, “he’s in good with th cops an th project 
manager.” 

Sophronie blew a hard blast of smoke. “Comen er goen he’s alius 
got us. If’n our youngens gits help an licks his’n he’ll go complainen 
to Mr. Jergens — an Jergens threatened us last fall with eviction.” 

“You didn’t git a look at them two biggest Dalys,” Whit com- 
forted Sophronie, but added, “Some day, by God, me an you we’re a- 
goen to have us a little hole a our own, an they’ll never be no more 
evictions.” 

Sophronie took the bottle from him, took a long swallow, and 
handed it back, smiling. “Whit, honey, tli only hole a our own me 
an you’ll have ull be in Hell. Not six weeks after we’re buried, no 
matter where it is — after we’ve got it paid fer with our insurance 
money — they’ll come bulldozen that graveyard down fer a high- 
way.” 

“A factory site, you mean,” Whit said. “Old man Flint’ull outlast 
me an bulldoze down my grave fer a coflin-maken factory.” 

“He don’t make coffins,” Sophronie said. 

“He’s put many a good man in one, though,” Whit said, and 
rubbed the pathway of the old wound across his check in a remem- 
bering, reflective sort of way. “Old man Flint, he’ll figger out a way 
so’s a man when he drops dead can drop in a coflin on one end uv a 
’sembly line an step right out in Hell a-shovelcn coal on t’other end.” 
He squeezed his wife’s hand over the door-knob. “Don’t worry none 
about old Jergens. He won’t evict us no matter what that old 
communist says — we’re both in defence.” 

Sophronie, before he could finish, had begun an angi’y, troubled, 
sh-shushing. “Now, Whit, you know he ain’t no communist. If,” 
she went on in her usual low, tiptoeing sort of voice, “Daly knowed 
you was a callen him that, he’d git us throwed out fer true.” 

“Sophronie,” Whit said, sighing, then taking another sip of beer, 
“I wisht you’d git over bein so skeered. None a old man Flint’s 
protection men is around a-listenen.” He looked at Gertie, tapped 
his wife gently on the shoulder. “She made me lose a job onct — 
back inu depression — frum talken in a store. But she couldn’t hep 
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it none. She didn’t know they was a Flint man, one a them paid to 
listen an tell, right behind her.” 

■ “Aw, Whit,’’ Sophronie said, looking ever more worried, throwing 
a quick, suspicious glance at Gertie, “you oughtn’t to say ’’ 

“I ain’t said a thing about nobody,’’ Whit said, looking out of the 
door again. “Sure, sure, Daly he don’t love communism no more. 
He ain’t a bit like a guy I know wot left his wife. Allatime this guy 
goes around tellen wot a bad woman she was so’s he can be certain 
he done th right thing an don’t love her no more.’’ 

“Emotionally involved?’’ Gertie said, then, flushing, tramped on 
her tongue with her teeth. She was unable to e.xplain to the startled, 
puzzled Whit that the words of the gospel woman had been running 
in her head for days, the way the Bible did or a piece of poetry. All 
the new Detroit words — adjustment, down payment, and now Whit’s 
eviction and communism — would get into her head and swim round 
for days until she got them fastened down just right so that they lay 
there, handy to her thinking; like the stars when she looked at them 
told her the heavens declared the 

There was a sharp rise in the chorus of screams and cries from the 
alley. Gertie saw three of the smaller Dalys rush out of their kitchen 
and climb on to their coal-shed as if to be prepared with a grandstand 
seat for some conring spectacle. Wheateye, holding a turnip by its 
top, peeling it with her teeth, jumped up and down on the Mean- 
well coal-shed, in between times screaming at the Dalys, “Mother 
suckers, mother suckers; that’s yer brothers, alius runnen home to 
yu old man. Why ain’tcha old man a-comen out? Where’s yu big- 
mouthed old man? He’s drunk an inu jail, yah, yah. My brothers 
licked yer brothers, all yer loud-mouthed brothers. Christopher, 
Joseph, James, an John, Patrick, Michael, Francis, an Tom. 
Claude Jean an Gilbert, they licked urn all. Mother suckers. Mother 
suckers.” 

Hurling back Whcatcye’s words as if they had been balls were the 
little DaljTs and the Bommaritas. “Liar, liar, liar, hillbilly. Yu mom 
never had no shoes till yu come to Detroit. Yu mudder’s a hillbilly 
son uv a bitch. Youse hillbillies come tu Detroit un Detroit wenttu 
hell. Waitansec, waitansee, hillbilly, bigmouth whitehead, brother 
sucker, waitansee ” 

“Them youngens. That Wheateye,” Whit said, looking at his 
daughter with a troubled hcadshake. “Them bigger Dalys is up to 
somethen. Where’s Gilbert?” 
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“He’s baby-setten, looks like,” Sophronie said, nodding towards 
Gilbert. He was strolling past Max’s unit, eating a turnip with one 
hand, holding on his hip with the other the smaller of the two 
Japanese children, 

“Yeah?” Whit said, looking again towards the Daly door. “Looks 
like yer kids is into it, too,” he said to Gertie, satisfaction in his voice. 

Gertie saw Enoch and Mike Turbovitch with Amos tagging at their 
heels. They walked slowly and proudly up the alley, conscious of the 
watching eyes. They passed the Daly coal-house where the little 
Dalys were now mixing snowballs with the screams they flung at 
Wheateye. Enoch strutted yet more proudly. “We licked yer big 
brothers, made em run to their mama.” 

“Dat’s wot youse tink,” the grape giver cried, flinging soft snow 
into Enoch’s uplifted face, while another, even smaller, threw a tin 
can which he seemed to have been saving just for this. 

“Run kids, run. Double, double cross. Run, Claude Jean. 
They’re loaded down with icicles. Yu cain’t fight urn now. Run.” It 
was Gilbert, who had run around the end unit, peeked, and run back 
again. “Run. We cain’t fight; we’re all out a ammunition.” Gilbert 
smiled at the child, offering it a bite of turnip. When it refused, he 
took a large bite himself, and stood chewing, smiling at the little 
child like one who has lost all interest in fights and fighting. 

Claude Jean and Mike disappeared around the unit at the farther 
end of the building. Enoch, however, paused long enough to pick up 
the tin can and throw it back at the little Dalys. 

He whirled to run after Claude Jean and Mike, but turned just in 
time to catch a hard-thrown icy ball full in his face. Another, from 
the opposite direction, hit his shoulder. Gilbert cried, strangling on 
the turnip, “They’ve gotcha cornered, kid. Git in fronlaya door. Git 
atcha door. They’ll kill yu.” 

Enoch grabbed desperately for a handful of snow. But balls from 
every direction hit him — head, shoulders, and stomath. Bending 
low with his arms about his head and blood trickling down his chin, 
he dashed behind the Mcanwell coal-house. Gertie heard the cry, 
“We’ve got um,” and saw three boys, all bigger than Enoch, running 
towards him across her walk. Gilbert, still chewing, holding the 
baby, warned, “Don’tcha throw at me. Yu’ll kill this kid.” 

Cassie, whimpering with fright, ran up the steps and clawed at the 
storm door. Gertie started to open it, but Whit caught her hand and 
hung on with a grip surprisingly strong for such an old-looking man. 
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“Don’tcha start mixen in th kids’ quarrels. Old man Daly’ull call th 
cops. An if it comes to callen th cops, let it be you.” 

“I cain’t stand an see em half killed,” Gertie cried. She shoved 
open the storm door and jerked Cassie inside just as a snowball 
whizzed past her out-thrust head. She called to Enoch, but he, with a 
yelp of pain, and blood, looked like, running all over his head, 
jumped hard against the storm door and slammed it shut. 

Gertie, still calling to Enoch, pushing on the door, stared through 
the glass. A second ago a Daly had been running across her walk 
with Gilbert watching, smiling a little as he patted the child. Gilbert 
was still smiling, but the Daly had gone sprawling hard on to the 
cement, like a galloping colt stepped into a sink-hole. Chris Daly was 
screaming, “Yu tripped Mike, yu dirty bastard.” 

“Oh, yeah?” Gilbert said, smiling down at Mike, writhing in pain. 
His smile widened when a tin can, thrown by the “Oh, Lordy, 
Lordy — ” crying Wheateye, hit the struggling Mike on the head. 

Gertie still fought to get the storm door open. But Enoch con- 
tinued to shove his shoulders hard against it, though it seemed to 
Gertie that all the Dalys, armed with chunks of icicles as well as 
snowballs, were charging upon him. The back of Enoch’s head was 
pressed against the glass, and past it she saw one of the bigger Dalys 
spring to her bottom step. She saw the lifted arm and the red-lashed 
eyes consider the pane of glass behind Enoch. Enoch hurled an icicle. 
The Daly ball came hard, aimed for his head. Enoch ducked, and 
the ball landed in a shower of glass on the kitchen floor. 

Gilbert, Wheateye, Claude Jean, Mike Turbovitch, and many of 
the neutrals began screaming, ‘Call a cops. Call a cops. Kids 
breaken winders.” 

Then all their crying seemed no more than a summer's breeze in 
pines when Max’s door was flung open and Victor boomed, “I gotta 
sleep. Git home. 1 call a cops.” 

There was at once quietness enough for Wheateye, now on Gertie’s 
coal-house,* to explain, .screaming, “Timothy Daly broke out Miz 
Nevels’ door light. Joseph tore down Miz Novels’ door an beat up 
on that little bitsy Nevels girl.” 

Complete silence fell in the alley when the Daly door opened. 
Wheateye, whose legs were nimble as her tongue, had leaped from 
the coal-house and run towards the Daly walk the instant the door 
started opening. Like most of the others, she sighed with dis- 
appointment when, instead of Mr. Daly, only Mrs. Daly came out. 
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She was clean and neat in her church-going clothes, with a boot in 
her hand as if interrupted in preparations for going out. She came on 
down the steps, and began a troubled looking about for her own 
when Wheateye began her screaming explanation. “Miz Daly, Miz 
Daly, Timmy’s busted th Nevels’ door an beat up on that little bitsy 
girl. She was all bloody, awful bloody, when her mommie carried 
her in. I seed her. Lookut, lookut, their door.” 

So convincing was Wheateye’s voice that Gertie gave a swift, 
searching glance at the unmarked Cassie, and Sophronie sighed, 
“Them youngens, I alius dread th days when they ain’t no school.” 

Mrs. Daly looked towards the broken door, but said nothing as 
the children, gathering round her steps in an ever thickening circle, 
chorused, “Timmy done it. Timmy done it.” 

And Timmy, defiant, shouted, “Gilbert tripped Mike. They started 
it.” 

“I ain’t done nothen,” Gilbert cried. “I’m a-tenden to this kid.” 

“Yu did trip me, yu dirty lyen son uv a bitch,” Mike, blood- 
smeared and limping, cried. 

“Go crap on yu mama’s neck,” Gilbert said, while Wheateye, 
seeing her father half-in, half-out of Gertie’s storm door, ran towards 
it, chanting, “Mike Daly broke out Miz Nevels’ winder light an 
scooted up ina snow an bloodied his head an broke his leg an blames 
it all on Gilbert.” 

Whit turned, picked up his empty beer bottle, shook his head. 
“Them Dalys; their kids never does nothen. If’n one a our’n had 
broke their winder, they’d already be on their way to tell th office.” 

Sophronie looked worried. “Now, don’t go a-starten nothen. 
Mebbe they all need lickens but they’ve been hurt enough.” She 
turned to Gertie, sighing. “Pore things, I want um tu have a good 
Christmas an as good a time as they can. Did 1 tell ye? That school 
nurse said they had bad tonsils, so’s last week we carried um to th 
doctor an he said their tonsils all had tu come out. He’ll do it 
Christmas vacation.” She shivered. “1 wisht it was me.”' 

“If it was jist you,” Whit said, “jist one, that ole Doc Edwards 
couldn’t finish payen fer his wife’s mink coat.” 

“It ain’t like we didn’t have hospitalisation,” Sophronie said. 

“No,” Whit said, “that ole doc knows he is guaranteed his fifty a 
tonsil, cash on th line,” and he smiled at Gertie, fingering his scar as if 
the scar and the three operations were all one great big joke, funny 
still though on him. 
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“Git,” Sophronie said, pushing him towards the door. “I’ve gotta 
hurry er I’ll be late fer my merry-go-round, an if I don’t git them kids 
fed an off to a movie they’ll have another fight.” She had reached the 
bottom step, but turned, calling to Gertie, “If your youngens are 
goen to th movies, they can go with mine. It jist a little piece, no 
through street but th one here, an I watch urn acrost that. Jist 
twenty cents and it’ull keep em out a meanness till dark — an ginerly 
they like it.” 

“No,” Gertie said, her mouth a firm line. “I hadn’t figgered on 
senden cm.” 

However, Enoch, just coming into the kitchen, heard, and at once 
began begging for all the alley to hear, “Lemme go. Mom, lemme 
go. We’re th onliest young — kids never sees movies.” 

Gertie closed the door and looked at him. There was blood on his 
forehead, a bruise on his cheek, a swollen lip, a tear in his trouser leg, 
and a missing mitten. He stood an instant looking at her, gritting his 
teeth to keep from crying, then whirled away towards the bathroom. 
She called him back. “I know it wasn’t all your fault, son, but — you 
wasn’t Tighten fair. You was throwen ice like them. One a you could 
ha had a eye put out. An you didn’t try to git inside. You stood by 
that door, a-daren em, you might say, to throw. An I’m pretty certain 
I seen Gilbert trip that other’n. ‘Do unto others as . . .’ ” 

“That don’t work with them Dalys in this alley. Mom. One a 
them, he tried to git me in trouble. Out in th parken lot he got right 
in front uva car an yelled at me, ‘Throw, yu . . .’ He called me a 
mighty dirty name, an I would ha throwed at him an broke that car 
winder, not thinken, if Gilbert hadn’t grabbed my arm. ‘He’s a-tryen 
to git you in trouble so’s he can call th cops,’ Gilbert, he says.” 

“But, son . . .” 

“Now, Gallic Lou, you gotta help sing; come on, Calhe Lou — 
your voice is pretty like your hair.” And Cassie’s thin trilling of 
‘Away in a Manger’ came from the room with the block of wood. 

Enoch frowned. “Mom, you gotta make her quit that, talken to 
herself thataway. Some a th kids is a-sayen she's cuckoo.” 

“Cuckoo?” 

“Yeah.” He tapped his head. “You know, goofy in th bean.” 

Gertie studied him, looked at him so long and so hard that his 
“Mom, lemme go to th movies” was hardly more than a whisper. 

Enoch had disappeared into the bathroom, and Gertie was listen- 
ing, smiling, to Cassic sing when Clytie and Reuben returned from 
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Zadkiewicz’s, where they had been for eggs and a few other groceries 
needed over the week-end. Reuben stalked away to his room, and 
Clytie plopped the basket on the table so hard that Gertie trembled 
for the eggs. “Mom, don’t make me carry this old basket no more. 
Some youngens called us hillbillies an throwed snowballs. I think 
they was tryen to git Reuben to fight so’s they could all gang up an 
half kill him.” 

“I don’t guess they meant any harm,” Gertie said, and put the 
ironing-board under Clytie’s bed. She was just coming back into the 
kitchen when the door was pushed open, and there was Clovis, home 
from work, and it hardly noon. 

The children began their chorus of, “Pop’s home. Pop’s got home,” 
while Gertie studied him in swift, troubled glances. She saw no 
bandages, no flush of fever to betoken accident or sickness, and 
though he looked more foolish and angry than sick, she asked, unable 
to think of any better question, “You sick?” 

“Do I look sick,” he asked, short-worded and surly, banging down 
his dinner bucket. 

“But,” she went on, still more puzzled than angry when he offered 
no explanation, “worken today would ha been time an a half fer 
overtime.” 

“Do you recken I don’t know that?” he yelled, all jangled up 
somehow, the way he often was when he got home from work, 
especially after a good-sized stretch on overtime. He had never used 
to be like that back home, even when a broken-down truck or flat 
tyre made him past midnight coming in. Today he was angrier than 
she had ever seen him, and she remained silent, fiddling about the 
dinner-getting to cover up her worry until he said at last, “It was a 
walk-out.” 

“Walk-out? What’s that?” 

“Everbody walks off the job. You gotta walk with em. What else 
could it be?” 

The anger for something or somebody, that had been kept shut 
down and still, back there among the men, flamed up now against 
her; when Enoch had a tough time in the alley he was sassier when 
he got home to her. “It’s kinda like a wildcat, I reckeh,” he con- 
tinued, turning now to the puzzled children. “They had one in th 
axle division day afore yesterday, but that didn’t bother us none — 
somethen about a steward on the grievance committee was what 
caused it today.” 
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“What’s that, this committee?” she said, for he seemed less angry 
now, 

“Gert, darn it.” He flared up again. “I didn’t make the union — I 
pay dues, that’s all I know, I heard em a-talken. This steward, he 
beefed — complained — said overtime wasn’t bein give out fair er 
somethen. He must ha had a kind a fight er somethen — I wouldn’t 
know — he done enough th company laid him off fer three days fer a — 
a ‘disciplinary measure’ — that’s what they call it. So’s this parts 
division I’m a machine repairer in had a walk-out in sympathy.” 

Gertie had opened the lunch-box. Maybe she could eat the stuff 
for her own dinner, and save what would have been wasted food. 
“But — Clovis.” She didn’t want to make him mad again, but still 
she had to know. “When them others walked off, couldn’t you ha 
stayed? You need th money, an th war needs whatever it is you all 
are makcn an . . .” 

She stopped in the face of his angry, jeering glance. “You want 
me to come home with a busted nose? When them others walk — 
you gotta walk.” 

Enoch nodded wisely. “Mike Turbovitch’s mama, she works in a 
tyre-maken place; they hadda walk-out, an some didn’t want a go, 
an, boy, he said she said you oughta seen what they done to one a 
them that got sassy an . . .” 

But Clovis had for the first time noticed Enoch’s face. “What in 
th dickens happened to you? Tighten agin? Youyoungenshasgotto 
learn to git along without alius fighten.” 

“Them Dalys started it,” Enoch said, beginning all at once to cry. 
He continued to sob as he went on, “Me an the Meanwells an Mike 
Turbovitch an two a them little Miller kids was a-playen peaceable 
on our hockey pond that we’d swept oft' ourselves. Them Dalys an 
that Bommarita kid, they come an grabbed our hockey sticks an 
called us names an started th hard snowballen. Pop, is a Protestant a 
heathen?” 

“You know better’ll that,” Clovis cried. “It’s th Catholics that’s 
th heathen, a-worshippen idols an th Pope — an they know it. That’s 
why they’re alius a-throwen olT on people like us. That’s why they 
hate us; we ain’t ” 

“Aw, Clovis,” Gertie began, “not all ” 

“How would you know, woman?” Clovis asked, his eyes blazing. 
“You never have to git out an work with em, hear em talk about 
hillbillies.” 
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Gertie’s anger shook her like a wind. “You know I’d hunt a 
factory job in a minute, but you won’t hear to it. I bet I could make 
mighty nigh ’’ 

“Now, Gert,” Clovis said, soothing now, for more than once she 
had hinted at the possibilities of her getting a factory job, though the 
mere mention of it always angered Clovis. The anger always, like 
now, gave way to calm reasoning. He reminded her that she was too 
big for the factory machinery, set up for little slim women like 
Sophronie, and also that she was so given to woolgathering she 
might get a hand or her head smashed the first day. He gave his usual 
arguments, then shifted the subject back to Enoch, warning, “But 
don’t go around talken agin Catholics in this town. It'll git you in 
trouble quicker’n anything — they’s Catholics ever w'hichaway, seems 
like. If a body went around talken agin priests an sich, they’d be 
called a commie.” 

“What’s that?” Enoch demanded. 

Clovis turned towards the door. “A Red, I reckon, but whatever it 
is you gotta learn to keep shut. Quit asken so many questions. 
You’ll git in trouble.” 

Gertie turned on him. “Aw, Clovis, it ain’t good fer people to go a- 
bottlen their selves up thataway.” Her voice was like a cry as she 
went on, “ T charge thee in th sight of God and of Christ Jesus — 
preach the word; be urgent in season, out of season, reprove, rebuke, 
exhort . . .’ ” 

“If I recollect my preachers right, Paul said that,” Clovis said, 
smiling at her as if she had been a child. 

She nodded, conscious that Enoch and Clytic smiled as their father 
smiled. 

“You know,” Clovis went on, still smiling, “what happened to 
Paul — an anyhow, he didn't have no family. Not even Jesus Christ 
had to put up with a Catholic foreman on one side, a-ycllen for you 
to go faster, an a Catholic steward a-tcllen you they’s no need to 
break your neck a-repairen a machine, that a minute’s rcsi won’t 
kill the tender.” He turned to Enoch. “I wish you could ha beared 
a tool-an-die man Whit knows a-talkcn onct. They’d had a big fist 
fight in th parts presses where I’m at. ‘Rabbits gits along,’ he says. 
‘They can’t fight. They don’t run as fast as a heap a animals, an 
everthing on earth, frum birds to men with guns, is after them, but 
they keep fat an raise families.’ ” And he stopped and looked at 
Enoch, asking, “Why?” And when Enoch could not answer, he went 
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on, “They never make no noise till you kill em, an then jist one little 
squeak.’’ 

,Hc was through the door, calling over his shoulder, “Miller down 
here’s been a-plaguen me to look at his car — idles too fast.” 

They were just sitting down to a noonday snack when there 
came another knocking. Clytie sprang to answer with a guilty, 
confused air strange for Clytie. Gertie, trapped between the opened 
door and Enoch’s chair, heard soft niurmurings of girlish voices, 
and called as she would have called at home, “Clytie, if it’s company 
you’ve got, bring her in.” By bending over Enoch’s chair and 
craning her head she was able to see on the stoop a blue-jeaned, 
short-coated, bare-headed, but warm-looking girl. Gertie was 
for an instant puzzled; so little clothing, so much warmth. She 
realised it was the red, curling hair falling past the girl’s shoulders, a 
frame for red-brown eyes and red cheeks. 

The girl smiled at her, looked at Clytie, giggled, and then said to 
Clytie, “G’wan, ast her, cain’tcha?” And when Clytie only flushed 
and stammered, the girl drew a deep breath, and turned to Gertie 
again. “Can Clytie go to th movies with me? Mom lets me go ever 
Saturday afternoon — if I help clean house ina morning an go to 
Sunday school on Sunday.” 

Clytic's eyes were pleading as she stepped back in the shelter 
of the door and begged, whispering, so that the girl could not 
hear, “Please, Mom, please, this onct. Mom — you don’t know 
how it is. T’other day some a th girls at school was wonderen 
if Rita Gaynor had actually got a divorce from Bob Faith, he’s 
her third husband. An I ast who she was, an they laughed at me.” 
She choked. “You don’t know — I could baby-sit an make money.” 

“Can he go, Miz Nevels? They’s gonna be a Western.” It was 
Claude Jean in a fresh, unbloodied shirt. 

^noch, unable to get out of his chair, was bouncing beneath the 
listipning Gertie. “She’s gocn to let us go.” Even surly Reuben was 
lootking up from his plate, interested. 

^ertic looked hopelessly about her. What would they do all 
afternoon, drive her crazy with the radio and quarrelling in the 
hq/use, or play and fight in the dirty alley? She shook her head 
wiarily as she went for money. Did she want to be shet of her 
cliildren, or was it that Clytie made her remember how it was 
t® sit with company in her mother’s parlour when the preachers 
came and they talked of God? She had sat in sweating misery, the 
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only one a stranger to her mother’s Christ the others knew so well. 
Maybe it was, for Clytie, equal misery to be the only one not knowing 
Rita Gaynor. 


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN 

(jERTIE, busied with the tricky job of getting the parting in Clyde’s 
hair exactly straight, heard Cassie’s laughter from the boys’ bedroom, 
then her low-toned chuckling talk. “Oh, Callic Lou, look what my 
boot has went an done. Did you ever see such boots, Callic Lou, 
eaten my shoes thisaway?’’ Another boot went on amid more 
laughter, and then her booted feet were skipping over the floor. 

“Mom, [ wisht you’d make her quit talkcn to herself thataway; 
th kids’ull laugh at her.’’ Clytie, without waiting for Gertie’s 
■opinion, lifted her voice in scolding, “Quit that silly talkcn to yerself, 
Cassie Marie, an hurry an git th rest a ycr clothes on. Y ou’ll make 
me late waiten fer you.’’ 

“I ain’t a-talken to myself, an 1 don’t need you to take me to school 
never no more.’’ A moment later Cassie came running through the 
passway, capless and mittenless. It was only when she held the door 
open, carefully, so that someone smaller than she might pass through 
that Gertie caught up with her. She was impatiently wigglesome 
while her mother pulled the snow-suit hood from under the back of 
the suit, found one mitten in a pocket, and shoved one bare hand, 
holding Gertie’s little whittled hen, into the other pocket. 

Gertie stood in the open storm door and watched her go. The bare 
hand holding the hen was out again, and under the muffled roar of 
the steel mill she heard, “Run fast, Callic Lou, an you won’t git so 
cold. Look at ycr breath, Callic Lou. It’s a cloud, a pure white 
■cloud fallen down on you like Chicken Little. Hurry; mebbe we’ll 
find that nice bubble-gum boy.” She was looking at the witcli-child 
instead of where she went, and bumped hard into a girl in a white 
scarf, hurrying in the opposite direction. The chicken flew from her 
hand, and Cassie fell face-down in the icy alley. 

Gertie ran out, but the bigger girl had already picked her up, and 
was brushing her off, murmuring, ashamed of having hurt a little 
•one, “I’m awful sorry.” 

It was Maggie Daly. Gertie, remembering the fighting in the alley. 
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was silent as she wiped Cassie’s face and then the hen with a corner of 
her apron. But Maggie smiled, friendly as ever, and, seeing the hen, 
cried, “Lemme see,” and held out her hand. “It’s a chickun. I seen 
one once at u zoo. I like it better than a toy chickun Mom got for 
Santa.” She remembered Cassie. “Got for Jimmy’s birthday, I 
mean. He’s plastic. Yu squash um down an u egg comes out. 
Where’dju buy this?” 

“I whittled it.” 

“Whittled?” 

“Yes, took a knife an cut it out a wood.” 

Maggie looked from the hen to her in wonder. “Yu mean, yu 
made it?” 

Gertie nodded, aware that Mr. Anderson, who, she had noticed, 
left for work in suit clothes about the time the children went to 
school, was on his steps, listening and craning his head to see the hen. 
Their eyes met. He smiled, lifted his hat, and came on into the alley. 
His voice matched his neat clothing and hair when he said, “You’re 
Mrs. Nevels, our new neighbour, 1 believe.^” 

She nodded. 

“I’m Mr. Anderson, from Indiana — an Indiana farm boy, like my 
wife.” He disregarded Maggie’s giggle, but went on with the same 
look in his eyes her mother used to have when she would count the 
chickens over and over because she couldn't be certain whether one 
was missing or not, “And you, I believe, are from Kentucky?” 

She nodded. 

“Your husband worked in a factory before he came up here?” 

She shook her head. 

“What part of Kentucky are you from, may I ask?" 

“About th middle.” 

“I mean, arc you from the hills — the southern Appalachians?” 

“I wouldn’t know,” she said. He made her think a little of the 
man with the s*tar. No, more like Maggie’s Virgin Marys, smooth, 
with his neat, shaven face, his cheeks rosy and plump below a high, 
palish forehead, balding back into smooth, yellowish, oily-looking 
hair. 

“I mean,” he was saying, vexation struggling with the chicken- 
counting look in his pale blue, slightly bulging eyes, as if one chicken 
were missing, “Arc you from east or west Kentucky?” 

She considered. “I’d say about ih middle.” 

Two chickens were gone now, and he was vexed. “But is it hilly?” 
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“Kentucky, th part I seen on th train, is pretty well hills all across 
— little hills, I mean.” She gave Cassie a little push. “Run along, 
honey. Them safety boys’ull be gone an you cain’t cross th streets.” 
Already the alley was empty of children except for Reuben, who 
always left last and walked slowly like a tired man going to a hated 
job. Cassie started away, but stopped and looked uncertainly at her 
mother when the man reached one pinky-white hand for the hen, 
saying; 

“May I see this pretty little thing? Mrs. Ander — Lena said you 
carved.” He studied the hen, turning it over and over, until Gertie, 
embarrassed, said: 

“It’s jist some whittlen foolishness I made. An when th youngens 
wanted something fer to sell at the mothers’ club sale at school 1 sent 
it. I figgered somebody might pay lifty cents — if anybody comes that 
likes sich tricks.” 

Homer considered an instant longer. “I'll give you a dollar for it,” 
he said. “It will make an interesting conversation piece for my 
desk.” He reached into the breast pocket of his dark blue coat and 
drew out a wallet. From it he took a dollar bill and handed it to her, 
easy, as if money for foolishness grew on trees. 

Gertie was conscious of Cassic's troubled eyes on the hen that had 
been meant for Miss Vashinski. “You’ve already took her th 
jumpen-jack doll, and I’ll git some cookies er somethin,” she 
promised as Cassie scuttled away. 

“It’s nice to have met you,” Homer said, lifting his hat as he 
turned back towards his doorway. Mrs. Anderson, with the scream- 
ing Judy on her arm, had called to remind him that he'd be late for 
work. She, too, noticed the hen, and asked for a closer look. Homer 
handed it to her, frowning at the baby as he did so. “I’lease, dear, 
must you spoil her? She must learn to cry it out.” 

“But if she cries too long before feeding lime, she burps so,” Mrs. 
Anderson said, looking at the hen, her glance pleased’and warm. 

Maggie giggled. “You two oughta git together. Mrs. /knderson 
paints pitchers.” 

Mrs. Anderson gave Homer a quick, daggerish kind of look as she 
shifted the baby to her other arm. “Not any more. There just isn’t 
time or space — here.” 

“Don’t quit,” Gertie said, troubled by the woman’s despair. 
“Everbody needs a little foolishness a some kind.” 

“My painting,” Mrs. Anderson said in a low, tight voice, “wasn’t 
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exactly foolishness.” The last word was almost drowned in a mighty 
banging clumping. She whirled back into the kitchen, crying, “Please, 
Georgie, don’t — do let the ironing-board stand up. Mother must 
iron.” 

Gertie took advantage of the commotion to hurry home. Amos 
was alone. He might be sticking nails in the wall sockets or trying to 
light the gas or burning papers in the flame of the gas hot-water 
heater. 

However, Amos was safe in his favourite refuge, the bathroom. 
There he never tired of running water into the wash-basin and sailing 
the two wooden boats she had made for him, or of flushing the 
toilet, then leaning elbows on the toilet seat and watching the water 
swirl in and out. Then, like one who has achieved great things, he 
laughed each time he heard the mysterious glug. He was bleached 
out and thinner than he had used to be. This morning he showed no 
sign of wanting breakfast, so Gertie suggested, as she often did when 
it w'as not too cold, that he play outside awhile like Enoch. But 
Amos only shook his head as he listened to the gurgle of the filling 
water-closet. 

She stood in (he narrow space left from the shower, the hot-water 
heater, and other trappings of the bathroom, and studied him. She 
asked after a moment, “Amos, honey, you recollect back home?” 

“Huh?” 

“You recollect back home, th trees, an runnen through th woods 
with Gyp, an a-runnen down th hill to th spring?” 

He finally lifted his head fro n the toilet and looked at her. “Moni, 
Pop’s goen to show me a boat, a great big boat, a real live boat on a 
heap a water.” 

“You recollect Gyp?” 

A train blew, sharp, hard jabs of sound followed by the roaring 
rush that rattled the windows and set the house a-tremble. Amos 
listened, sniiling; and when the sound had swept on, he said, “That 
train carries people.” 

“You’re a-learnen your trains, son,” she said, and turned away. 

She was picking up the ruckus left by the whirlwind rising and 
going out of the children when someone knocked. It was Maggie 
with the two least Dalys and a small paper-wrapped bundle. “Are 
you awful busy?” she asked, smiling, taking her welcome for granted 
as she slid the children from her arms. 

“Yes an no,” Gertie said. “I'm in th worst kind a business — a- 
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tryen to make up my mind.” She fingered Mr. Anderson’s dollar 
bill in her apron pocket. “This dollar frum th little hen belongs by 
rights to th school fer th money-raisen sale. Enoch an Clytie wanted 
to take cookies like th other youngens, but me an that stove ain’t 
learned to git along. I’m a-haten th thought a tryen to bake em, so 
that I’ve might nigh give in to tryen to buy um frum that ” 

“Mr. Zadkiewicz,” Maggie said. “Th easiest way to manage him, 
Mama’s found out, is to send all yu kids at once. He hates kids 
allatime messing around, specially little ones. He’ll sell um anything 
he’s got if enough goes, an, yu know, pulls down stuff inu shelves. 
When our father’s out a cigarettes. Mama sends um all but me. They 
tell him they can’t go home without cigarettes. They hang around 
awhile, an pretty soon he finds some. I could go buy yu some 
cookies,” she went on. “Mama hadda go out, an I hadda stay home 
with th little kids. For the dollar you could buy more’n three dozen 
plain sugar cookies. They’d look home-baked.” 

Gertie pondered. “I mebbe ought to make em.” She looked 
uneasily at the stove. 

“I could make um,” Maggie offered. “It’s not such a job. We 
could chill the dough in Mrs. Bommarita’s ice-box and borrow Mrs. 
Schultz’s cookie press. And I’ll bet Mrs. Anderson’s got a lot a 
currants and raisins and stuff left from her fruit cake; they’d do for 
decoration. She loves to loan things on account u it gives her u 
excuse to ask questions for Homer. If you gotta buy sugar yu could 
git a stamp from Mrs. Miller, on account u she works an her kids is 
so little she don’t use all her ration points.” 

“Mebbe,” Gertie said, “we’d better jist buy um, but I’ll go. Yer 
mama ” 

“She wouldn’t mind,” Maggie said. “And p’raps while I’m gone 
yu could git a line on how to help St. Francis. When I seen how good 
yu carved th little chickun, I thoughtcha might fix him.” She un- 
wrapped the parcel, explaining, “I saved his pieces, Hut^du kids got 
into um un broke um up. John, don’t take th woman’s ice-box 
bottom off. She won’t like it. But Mom always liked um, so I saved 
urn. 

John, somewhere between two and three, looked over his shoulder 
at his sister, then turned again to his Job of taking out the little swing- 
ing piece of cardboard that hid the drip pan. Gertie examined St. 
Francis, smiling a little at him or at what part of him was left. 
Whoever had whittled him had done a pretty good job, and used 
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good wood, dark and fine-grained as the best black walnut root. His 
face, thin with wrinkles down the cheeks, made her think of Uncle 
John back home. She liked his high, balding forehead, and his beard, 
long like that of old Amos. One hand was still safely laid against his 
bosom, but the other, that must have been lifted like that of a 
preacher giving benediction, was gone ; and his legs were broken off 
at about the knees, she thought. It was hard to say, for, like the blue 
china doll in Max’s house, he was draped in a long robe. “How was 
his feet, honey?” she asked. 

“He wore sandals that showed his toes; yu know, th way th saints 
do allatime. Butcha could make urn barefooted; or if feet’s too much 
trouble just let his robe fall down. Mostly I want him so’s he’ll stand 
up. And his hand — do yu think yukun fix his hand? He was blessing 
u birds, you know. He had two birds, but Chris shot um with his BB 
gun.” 

“I can fix him a hand easy. He’s got one left to go by. But his 
feet? They’d look, I recken, like th ones next door.” 

“Oh, no, no, not like that Polish stuff,” Maggie cried, turning 
towards the door. “Lemme go git th blessed Virgin.” 

While she was gone, and the children busied themselves with the 
ice-box, Gertie went into her bedroom and got a narrow, slightly 
crooked, but thick little board of good black walnut. Back home she 
had saved it for years against the day when she might want some of it 
for buttons or the legs of a low three-legged stool she had always 
aimed to make. She had, when leaving, nailed it on to a crate, 
planning still on a little stool with legs carved prettily. 

She was sawing off the needed piece when Maggie came running 
back with a china doll with a golden crown and a long robe falling 
past her feet. “Like this,” Maggie said. Gertie paused in her sawing 
to study the figure, frowning a little. “Ain’t she pretty?” Maggie 
asked. 

“Yes—^ut ” 

“Don’tcha like her?” 

Gertie finished the cut, put the saw away, and considered, studying 
the figure. “That’s Mary, th mother of Jesus?” 

“Of course. Isn’t she beautiful?” 

“She looks like them on th Christmas cards,” Gertie said, and 
added slowly, “The other Mary, she couldn’t ha been beautiful — at 
least not much beautiful.” She nodded over the robe, covering the 
feet. “She never could ha done her work in a long-tailed dress like 
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that. She was a worken woman an alius a-goen here an yonder, like 
into th desert to see her cousin.” She looked at the smooth face. 
‘‘She seen too much trouble to look thataway.” 

Maggie was both sorrowful and angry as she asked, “And how 
would she look, an how would you know? She’s always looked like 
this.” 

Gertie smiled, sorry she had hurt the girl by talking out on such a 
trifling matter. “Law, I don’t know, honey. I liggcr,” she went on, 
bringing out her knife, “Mary would look like — like your mother.” 

“My mother!” Maggie’s hurt changed into astonishment which 
in turn dissolved in giggles as she repeated, “My mother?” 

“They both seen a lot a trouble, had a heap a youngens, an worked 
hard,” Gertie said, annoyed by Maggie’s giggles, but more with 
herself for letting her tongue run away. The most she’d seen of 
Maggie’s mother was angry eyes above a broom handle, but she did 
W'ork hard and keep her children eiean. 

Maggie was still giggling when she left to get tlie cookies, and 
Gertie was left to wrestle with St. Francis and the young children. 
The baby climbed on the table and helped himself to some ginger- 
bread she had baked the night before. John soon got up from his 
seat by the ice-box and said, “Lookec,” and held out the drain-pan 
cover as if it had been a gift. 

Gertie, unable to think of anything else, said, “Thank you, 
honey,” and laid it on top of the ice-box. John walked slowly around 
the kitchen, searching for something else loose. He found the swing- 
ing panel on the cook-stove below the oven door, and sat by it, 
working, until it too was off. Then, after finding the healing-stove too 
hot for his work, he leaned on Gertie’s knee and watehed her whittle. 

St. Francis took kindly to the strange wood, and by the time Maggie 
came back with three bags of cookies Gertie had the rough work 
done on his missing knees and feet. These she planned to fasten to 
the saint in a jagged seam that, once glued and held awliilejn a clamp, 
would seem no more than a lighter band of brown around the robe. 

Maggie went home to get lunch. The time had passed so quickly 
that the pan of the morning Gertie dretided most had come and gone 
without her knowing it — the moment the mailman passed her door. 
She would hope up to the moment of his coming. Maybe somebody 
at home had written her a nice long letter telling about everything 
and everybody. Each time the mailman walked on, not even looking 
in her direction, the quick death of her Iiope would bring a sharp 
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thrust of homesick loneliness that followed her some days for hours. 
She heard at times from her mother. The letters were long enough, 
but they dealt chiefly with her mother’s health, and were filled with 
advice and comments on religion, politics, and the weather. 

Today it was noon before she hardly knev/ it, and time to get 
Enoch in from his alley play. Cassie came from school, racing ahead 
of the others to tell her that in school Miss Vashinski had showed all 
the youngens the jumping-jack doll she had taken yesterday. Miss 
Vashinski had said it was beautiful, very beautiful, Cassie said; her 
words the same, her voice like Miss Vashinski’s voice. 

Clytie and Enoch were pleased with the cookies. But Reuben, 
sitting silent as usual, spooning up beans and onions and bread, 
shook his head. “1 don’t want no cookies,” he said. 

“But, Reuben, don’t you want tu take somethen fer th bake sate? 
It’d be like not taken cr not buyen a pie at a pie supper back home,” 
Clytie said. 

“It ain’t like back home,” Reuben said, his voice husky with 
feeling. “Back home they ain’t no youngens to giggle ever time I say 
somethen, an they never was a teacher as hateful as Miz Whittle.” 

“But you like some a th teachers,” Gertie said. “I’ve beared you 
say so.” 

“But I’ve got that ole Miz Whittle more’n any uv em,” Reuben 
said, looking at her with the half-accusing, half-contemptuous look 
that had been new the morning her mother came crying on the white 
saddle mule. But the look was old now. 

Reuben was less surly whe.r he came from school in the afternoon, 
though it was Enoch who came running first with the big news. He’d 
seen the jumping-jack doll on a table with fancy work when he went 
at noon recess. Therc’d been a two-fifty price tag on it. Two dollars 
and fifty cents for a piece of his mother’s old whitthng! He stared at 
her in mingled shock and admiration. 

Then piytie came excitedly, calling, “Mom, Mom, guess who 
bought that jumping-jack doll? Mr. Spyros, an did he ever like it! 
He showed it to us in art class.” 

“Oh, law,” Gertie said, remembering the little man. “I wisht he'd 
got the hen. She was a heap nicer.” 

“An you sold her for jist a dollar,” Enoch chided. “That ole 
Homer sure made a fast buck on you. Mom.” The admiration in 
Enoch’s voice was for Homer now. 

Clytie flicked on the radio, and the tearful voice of Nella Notting- 
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ham filled the place. This pure but muchly persecuted one was 
trying, as she had been trying for the past ten days, to prove that her 
murdering of a former suitor was a frame-up, framed by a former 
mother-in-law. Enoch’s special friend, Mike Turbovitch, allied him 
into the alley, and Amos and Cassie went too. 

The two younger ones, after playing for a little while in the snowy 
alley, came in, wet and bedraggled, tracking snow over the forever 
damp floor. Gertie mopped up the floor, and added their wet 
clothing to the perpetually drying row of snow-soaked mittens, 
scarves, jackets, and snow-pants on the gas-pipe across the kitchen. 
As always, the clothing forced her to be continually ducking her 
head as she went about the supper-getting. 

The steamy, nasty smell of the drying, half rotten, re-used wool 
mingled with the gas smell, the chlorine water smell, the supper- 
getting smell, and became one smell, a stink telling her it was the time 
of day she had learned to hate most. The time she had loved back 
home, the ending when the day was below her. 

Stooping over the too low gas stove, frying strange fish she had 
bought because it was cheap and unrationed, turning it in the scant 
grease she had been able to spare, she saw herself back home. The 
red ball of the winter's sun was going down behind the hills across 
the river. The cedar trees above the creek whispered among them- 
selves in a rising night wind. The new milk was cooling on the porch 
shelf. Reuben was in the barn, the younger ones bringing in the 
wood and water, while Clytie fried fresh pork shoulder in the kitchen. 
On the stove hearth was a big pan of baked sweet potatoes, and 
pulled back on the stove where they wouldn’t burn was a skillet of 
fresh-made hominy and another of late turnip greens, ft had been a 
good autumn for the turnips she had planted. She was cutting up the 
soap she’d made that day from the guts of her big fattened hog. 
Every once in a while she’d step otf the porch and look a little soutl., 
but mostly west; that would be above her father’s house, where the 
new moon showed first. She couldn’t sec the moon, not yet, it was 
too early. 

“Mom, Mom, make Clytie lemme have my turn on th mdio. It’s 
time fer Crime Fighters.’’ It was Enoch just in from his alley play, 
bringing in more dirt. 

“But I’m listenen fer current events now. I gotta fer school.” 

“The fifty-third wiped out a tank battalion. The screaming enemy 
trapped in their exploding ” Gertie tried not to hear, but the 
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voice demanded that she listen as it went on, drooly with horror, like 
the voice describing the murdered man Nella Nottingham found. 
The voice was happy over the fine dish of news to be served tonight, 
loving it like old Battle John Brand loved the Hell he made flame in 
the meeting house. But Battle John’s Hell was down in the bowels of 
the earth, the other side of being dead. 

“Mom, have I gotta listen to that stuff— Ih ole war?” 

In her turning towards the squabbling children, a damp snow-pant 
leg struck her in the face, then slid with seeming slowness, though she 
was never able to grab it, on down into the skillet of fish. She jerked 
the snow-pants off the fish with one hand, and though she hadn’t 
meant to do it she slapped Enoch with the other. “ ‘The ole w'ar.’ 
You’re worse’ll that fool on th radio. It’s a war with men a-dyen, not 
a circus. Now git frum under my feet.” 

Enoch, certain that he would not again be slapped, began sniffling. 
“But, Mom, what can I do? You won’t let me play out late like the 
other youngens.” 

“Quit sassen, and git into ycr bedroom. Clytie” — she realised her 
voice was loud, almost a screaming — “turn that racket off. That man 
ud . . .” 

A plane came over, drowning the happy, gloating voice. The plane, 
like the man’s voice, the trains, the heat, the smelly, sticking fish, the 
damp, grease-gommed snow-pants, seemed inside her, clawing 
through her head, tearing her into pieces with gripping, many- 
fingered hands. There came a loud, quick knocking on the door, but 
when she opened it the stoop was empty. Enoch, standing by the 
heating-stove, quarrelled, “It’s them Dalys, Mom — a-knocken an a- 
runnen away. All th other kids is still out. Cain't I go back. Mom? 
It’s early.” 

“Shut up.” She heard the crash of glass on the snow-covered 
sidewalk — ketchup bottles, beer bottles, everything glass they had 
broken on h^r sidewalk. Enoch, listening, nodded, the same satis- 
faction, she thought, in his face as was in the news-teller’s voice. 

“Mom, Icmme go clean it up before Pop gits home.” 

“ Y ou’ll jist start a fight,” she said. She pressed her eyes hard down 
into her hands for a moment’s blackness, peace from the down- 
beating hard white light that seemed a part of the heat, the noise, the 
closeness. “It’s jist a excuse to go outside.” She realised she was 
doing wrong. She’d told him to stay inside. She ought to make him 
mind; she couldn’t; she was too tired. 
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Clovis didn’t come. The fish grew limp and greasy waiting in the 
oven. The slaw wilted in the bowl; there wasn’t room in the ice- 
box for it. 

Amos whined about being hungry, messed around with some 
molasses and margarine, and would not touch the strange fish. 
Clytie, glued to the radio, something now about a robbery, wouldn’t 
come to the table, saying she wanted to wait until her dad got home. 
Reuben came, but instead of eating the cooked supper he ate bread 
and milk. Gertie tried not to watch as he finished an almost full 
bottle of milk, but when he got up for more milk from the ice-box 
words burst from her, sharp and hard and stingy: “Reuben, cain’t 
you eat th supper I’ve cooked? It’ll be all to throw out. Tomorrow 
we’ll be runnen out a milk, and th milkman won’t be comen till 
Sunday.” 

Reuben shut the ice-box door, looked at her, the look she had 
come to know, and now, as always when it settled on his face, he 
tramped stonily away. 

She called to him, trying to make herself sound like the mother he 
had thought she was when they worked in the corn together: “Now, 
Reuben, come on back an finish ycr supper. If’n you don’t like this 
fish, you know you’re welcome to anything they is. I jist 
thought . . .” What had she thought? To save on Reuben’s food? 

She heard laughter, whooping, with trash cans thumping in distant 
alleys, and went out on to the stoop to sec about Enoch. In the shaft 
of light from the kitchen door she saw the broom fallen slantwise of 
the snowy steps, pieces of shattered glass, and what at first looked to 
be blood, but after stepping closer she saw it was a broken ketchup 
bottle; the Dalys. She called Enoch twice, but instead of Enoch, 
Clovis was saying from out the darkness, his voice tired, quarrel- 
some, the kind of voice he brought home most nights now, “Gert, 
you oughtn’t to be a-lctten th youngens out this time a night.” 

“I let him out to clean of]' th walk,” she answered, somewhat 
shortly, trying not to remember, as always, and hold it against him, 
that it was he who made her live like this. 

He swore, and said a Sue Annie word, a thing unusu.il for him, 
when he stepped into the ketchup and glass; then, hardly glancing 
at her as he went up the steps, he commanded her to find Enoch and 
make him clean the walk. 

Gertie had come out without her coat, and after the hot, steamy 
kitchen the cold was beginning to send shivers down between her 
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shoulder-blades. But she walked on, now and then calling Enoch, 
and glad, in spite of the cold, to be out of the house. The always red- 
tinged twilight was brightening into wavering flickers of red light that 
sharpened the rows of squat chimney tops between her and the 
crimson sky above the steel mill. Behind her the snowy roofs grew 
warmly pink, and it seemed as if the snow must melt, and the red 
falling flakes hiss as they disappeared into the black alley shadow. 
She reached an intersection of alleys where no houses blocked the 
view of the steel mill. She had learned by now that a brightening of 
the light meant that a pour was being made. She called Enoch again, 
and then, both fascinated and repelled by the red light boiling up into 
the sky, stood a moment watching. 

A voice, strangely familiar, came out of the darkness in the next 
alley, “1 tink yu kid’s wit da Meanwells watching u pour.” A black 
shape, seeming too tall, too wide to be a man, was like a thicker 
darkness in the alley. “Nummer three’s coming off. Dey’ll wait till 
it’s over, du kids,” the shape said, coming towards her. 

She was half afraid, for she could see no face, only the immense 
blackness. Still, she asked, “How do I git there, to th steel mill? 
I’m hunten my boy.” 

“He’ll be awright,” the shape said, close now. “It’s shorter tu go 
by du tracks, butcha gotta watch out onu tracks. Kids gotta go du 
long way round bydu fence. Dey’ll be awright. Steel’s pretty when 
her pours. Kids like to watch.” 

The voice in speaking of the steel had grown warm, yet wary, like 
that of a man speaking of a beautiful and beloved but deceitful 
woman. Gertie realised it was Victor, who until now had been mostly 
a voice behind the wall. She was no longer afraid as he came on to 
the end of the alley where she stood, but began to realise that she was 
cold. She hesitated, wondering if she should go on for Enoch, and 
watching and listening to the steel mill. 

The light'roso ever higher. Instead of red, it leaped now white, 
now blue like lightning, and with it there was a noise like one long 
roll of hissing, spitting thunder all mixed in with a kind of wordless 
singing. The leaping light came bright into the meeting of the alleys, 
so that when Victor stepped into it he became at once a huge man 
in a peaked cap and strange monstrous gloves and heavy boots that 
seemed more iron than leather. Staring at the great sooty-foced man, 
smelling of burned cloth, singed leather, and sulphur, it seemed like 
one of Battle John’s sermons had come to life and she had gone to 
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Hell and met a devil. But his voice was kind as he repeated, looking 
at her: 

“Yu kid’ull be awright. Yu’ll be sick coming out widouta coat.” 
But his glance on her hair was brief, as his blue, white-ringed eyes, 
bright in his sooty face, swung back to the steel mill. The light above 
the pouring-shed was pure white now, so that all around it — in the 
drop-forge mill, the stripping-shed, the other furnaces — the lesser 
lights, though all shades of quivering red, were dull beside the leaping 
brightness. Gertie shivered, suddenly determined to run home and 
get a coat before continuing the hunt for Enoch. “Steel tonight, she 
behave like a lady,” Victor said, still looking towards the mill. 

Gertie followed him a few steps, but the way seemed strange. She 
had turned many times in the coming, htfr mind on finding Enoch 
instead of noting the way. The black alleys were all exactly alike. All 
were bordered by the same long low buildings, even the patterns of 
light on the snow from the government windows were always exactly 
the same, and though there were numbers above the doors there was 
among the alleys no sign or name, for all were Merry Hill. 

A great dog, his head lifted higher than her knees, ran growling 
and barking after Victor, but he walked on as if the dog were not 
there. Gertie, not having seen the dog on the way, hesitated while the 
beast circled, snarling, about her. Victor mistook her uncertainty 
for fear, and stopped and said, “He won’t bite.” 

Gertie answered, feeling foolish and silly, “Oh, I ain’t afeared. I 
jist ain’t certain this is th way home. I knowed you was my neigh- 
bour, and thought that by follercn you f could find where I live.” 

“Hokay,” he said, nodding, waiting for her to come up to him. 
“All a time people get lost inu alleys — cops, cab-drivers, da good 
sisters. I wanta see yu on some business, but tonight I gotta hurry. 
S’Max’s night olf. I got time off fu to take her tudu dance. Do her 
good.” 

“Yes,” Gertie said, her mind jumping back to when she was a girl. 
How would it have been to have danced, and it not have 6ecn a sin, 
daheed with a man bigger than she? Then she remembered and 
asked, “Business?” 

“Sure. Max told me yu carve good, thatcha could carve a crucifix 
like I been wanting fu my mudder, u genuine hand-carved crucifix.” 

“Crucifix? Christ on a cross?” 

“Sure. Allatime she want u genuine hand-carved crucifix — good 
wood.” 
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“But I don’t know nothen about sich.” 

“Max said yu carve good. I pay good. Fifteen — p’raps twenty 
dollars for one crucifix, no more danu foot — p’raps u foot anna half 
— high, good wood.” 

“I’ve got a little walnut.” She tried to measure her piece of walnut, 
and see a Christ like that in Max’s house. How had he been? 
“Christ might have tu be in maple. But it’s good maple.” 

“Yu shape him up good, not make um too flat onu wood?” 

“Oh, he’d be all there.” 

They had reached their own alley, but he stopped before turning 
into the shadow. He looked again at the steel mill, then asked, 
“Hokay?” 

“Okay. I recken if it ain’t no good you don’t hafta take it.” 

“It’ll be good,” he said. “Tomorrow I give you exact inches.” 

Clytie had set up supper for Clovis when Gertie got back. He was, 
however, eating more bread and molasses than dried-up fish or 
wilted slaw. He looked up, tired and angry, and spoke shortly, telling 
her she oughtn’t to let the children run wild. He interrupted her 
explanation of why she had come back without Enoch, with a dis- 
gusted rising from the table. “Gert, that grub wasn’t fitten fer a 
dawg.” 

“It ain’t my fault it set two hours,” she answered shortly, annoyed 
because he, unlike Victor, had not noticed that she w as cold and damp. 

He grew even more angry, and his voice rose. “What ud you think 
I was a-doen them two hours? Setten in a beer parlour er a-shooten 
pool like a lot a men? 1 was v/orken, gitten overtime pay. I fin’ly git 
home an th place is in a mess. One youngen off an gone, an nothen 
fitten to eat. Gertie,” he went on in a kinder tone, “what’s got into 
yer cooken? I know with all this rationen business an a stove you 
ain’t used to it ain’t so easy. But you’ve got plenty tu spend, an ” 

“Spend!” she said. “I’ve spent, not counten th milk, better’n 
twenty-five dollars fer grub this week.” 

“Twenty-five dollars!” he repeated, angry again. “You can’t feed 
seven a us, all good big caters, on twenty-five a week. That ain’t four 
dollars a week apiece. Why, Gertie,” he went on, counting in his 
head, “that ain’t much more’n fifty cents a day apiece. Millions a 
men, maken no morc'n I’m maken, spend better’n fifty cents a day fer 
beer an cigarettes.” He bent forward and looked at her, a long and 
ugly, searching look. “Gert, how much have you saved out a th 
money I been given you since we got up here?” 



238 


She swallowed. “Clovis, I ain’t got enough ahead to pay fer a spell 
a sickness in one a th youngens, an ’’ 

“I got hospitalisation,” he interrupted. “How much money you 
got?” 

She saw Clyde listening behind her father, interested, and accusing, 
too, as if the saving of a dollar were a sin. How much could she lie? 
She had to have something more than the money she’d saved for land 
ahead when they went back home. She had to have a mule — a cow 
and chickens. 

Clovis seemed to read her thoughts. “You’ve still got some a th 
money your mother give you in bonds. If’n 1 can’t keep a job up here 
when th war’s over, it's enough to move us back an make a down 
payment on a truck. Anyhow, we'll git by. We alius have.” 

“I’m tired a alius jist getten by,” she burst out, “an never haven 
nothen ahead. An pretty soon we’ll be goen back home an . . .” 

“What have we got to go back to? How nuich’ve you saved out a 
my wages?” 

“What’s th use a liven like this if a body can’t save somethin?” 

"Save!" He was angry now. “That’s all I’ve beared since we’ve 
been married. Cain’t you git into yer head that millions an millions a 
people that makes a heap more money than I’ll ever make don’t 
save? They buy everthing on time. They ain’t alius a-starven their 
youngens.” 

“I ain’t a-starven nobody, Clovis. I been ” 

“You been a-buyen th cheapest grub you could. You know that. 
An look at this place! Millions an millions a people live in places 
that ain’t no bigger. Cain’t you git it into your head you’re in a city? 
Millions a youngens that has growed up in furnished rooms three 
floors up ud think a place like this with room fer youngens to play 
outside, an automatic hot water, an good furniture, was Heaven. An 
here you still ain’t li.xed it up none. Shorly you got money for 
linoleum?” 

“I bought curtains — an I mean to git more. I wantc3 to go to 
Ward’s cr some cash store.” 

“How much cash you got, Gertie?” 

“About — about fifty dollars,” she answered in a low voice. 

“You mean,” he said, his tired face bleaching with anger, “you 
mean, Gertie, you’re a-given us all grub like this an a-Ictten this house 
go like a pig-pen . . .” He looked about the kitchen, at the un- 
curtained shelves, the bare floor, the few battered saucepans on a 
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shelf by the stove. “Look, Gert,” he cried, his voice a mingling of 
sorrow and anger, “all our life together I’ve wanted to make more 
money so’s we could live better, so’s you and th kids could have it 
kinda nice. I bet now I’m a-maken more money than any man back 
home. An tliat cookware — look at it. If I recollect right, that’s th 
same old beat-up aluminum pan yer mom give us when we married, 
to make out with till we could do better.” In one swift stride he was 
across the kitchen, had grabbed the pan, and was flinging it through 
the door, almost hitting Enoch as he came up the walk. 

Gertie hurried down the steps, her eyes searching for the shine of 
the pot in the murky light, and a woman’s voice said, “It’s right here 
I do believe, on Mrs. Bommarita’s steps. Timmy, is that it?” 

A moment later Timmy was thrusting tlie pot into her hand. 

The Anderson inside door was open and there was light enough for 
Gertie to sec Mrs. Daly surrounded by her own boys and others. She 
realised they were all watcliing her and had seen the pot come sailing 
out, and that Victor was standing only a few feet away by his coal- 
house door, stooping, a coal-bucket in his hand. She saw the pot 
shaking; her hands made it do that. 

She gripped the pot, trying to make it be still, determined to lift her 
head, straighten her shoulders, walk back into the house, and never 
let on to these strangers that there was any shame, anger, torment to 
hide. But slie couldn’t look up; she could only stand hunched and 
shivering. She saw another hand on the pot, small, much smaller 
than her own, but no child's hand, wrinkled, pudgy, ugly, red: Mrs. 
Daly’s hand pulling at the poi, her voice low, kind. 

“Look, dearie, let me take da pan. When they’ve had a wee drop 
too much it’s not good to bring da ting back in — that is, too soon. 
Leave um lay awhile. I’ll just keep this till youse can keep it agin.” 
She sighed. “An say a wee prayer to da Blessed Virgin dat pots an 
pans don’t break like dishes. Ah me, da Friday nights dat used to 
be!” 

She sniiled up at Gertie, a radiant smile, the smile of Maggie for the 
new feet of St. Francis. “He’s taken Maggie tudu store — nine 
o’clock derc open now till Christmas — for a Christmas present fur 
me, c’nyumaginc? When u stores close he’ll take her to mass. To be 
sure, I’m happy — but allasame I hope it’s not dishes.” And she 
giggled gaily as a child ; then, as she looked up into the ugly, twisting, 
agonised face above the battered pot, she began a soft patting and 
sh-sh-shushing. “Don’t cry — it makes um worse. An that old Homer 
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is taken notes, I do believe. It’s nothing. Only last week I was saying 
to Mrs. Bommarita, wasn’t I, Timmy? that Mr. Nevels seemed a 
soberandacentman;tobesure, he’ll have his drop, but . . .” 

' Gertie was at last able to speak. “He ain’t drinken — he jist wants 
some new pans. Leastways I don’t recken he’s a-drinken. He never 
done it back home.’’ 

“But he’s a man, dearie, and a man is alia time changing.’’ 

“Mom — ’’ Clytie was running down the steps hunting her 
mother, trying hard to act as if nothing had happened — “Pop’s awful 
tired; he’s a-feelen bad cause he got bumped. That means another 
feller’ull git his job an he’ll have to worJc a midnight shift, but he’ll be 
home all day. Won’t that be fun? It’s jist eight o’clock, an Pop said 
let Reuben stay with th little youngens — they’ve both gone to sleep, 
and Reuben don’t want to go nohow — an me an you an Pop an 
Enoch could do some Christmas buyen.” 

Gertie turned slowly away from Mrs. Daly, leaving the pot in her 
hands. “You uns go,’’ she said to Clytie as she went up the steps. If 
she could only give the money in such a way that Clovis would never 
suspicion she had more than fifty dollars — fifty-four eighty it had 
been. But she would save the crucifix money; fifteen dollars would 
buy a sow. 


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN 

CjTERTIE stood with her head thrust out of the partly opened kitchen 
door, and watched the grey-brown sparrows feed on the coal-shed 
roof. Twice she had spread crumbs for them, but once a grey alley 
cat had chased the birds and licked the crumbs, and when they were 
back again Tony Bommarita had covered their food with handfuls 
of the freshly fallen snow. The birds were ugly-voiced and dirty- 
looking, but standing so, with the inside door shut behind her, the»'e 
was for the moment a feeling of being alone with them, the way it had 
used to be back home, like the day she’d cut the hickory tree down on 
the Tipton Place. She had stood then and watched two red birds. 
She closed her eyes. If she shut out the alley, she could smell cold 
creek water and cedar, the cedar smell strong and clean, like on a 
still, misty morning. 

“Mom, Mom, make Amos gimme my auto! He got a big red 
wagin, an now he wants my little ole toy auto.” 
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Gertie turned back into the kitchen slowly, for, in turning, the red 
birds flew away, the smell of cedar faded, and there was the closeness, 
the noise, the overcrowding of all her family at home on Christmas 
Day. The radio could not cry again of so many shopping days left 
till Christmas. Everything was sold that could be sold. Millions and 
millions had bought like Clovis. Millions and millions of women 
would be happy to have a man like Clovis. 

“Enoch, hand me that wrench on th table.” Clovis, taking the 
wrench from angry Enoch, smiled up at her from where he worked 
flat on his back under a large secondhand but bright white washing 
machine. “I’ll have this thing a-worken pretty soon. An you can do 
a washen, old woman, with no work atall.” 

She tried to smile. All morning that had been the hardest part, the 
trying to smile in the heat and the steam of the oven baking the 
turkey Clovis had bought. But she had smiled on everything, even 
on the dried-out Christmas tree that had no smell except one that 
made her think of shoe polish, for Clytie had sprayed it with artificial 
snow. It held no memory of earth or wind or sun or sky ; a tree grown 
in a field, Clovis had said, just for Christmas. Lifeless it was, as the 
ugly paper wreath Clytie had bought. But still she had to smile, for 
the big gifts were for her. “Mom, Mom, Cassie’s climbed up an got 
the scissors. She knows she ain’t supposed to have em,” Clytie 
quarrelled from the passway. Then, with no permission from Gertie, 
she whirled and jerked the scissors from Cassie. 

“Cassie Marie,” Gertie began, “you know you oughtn’t ” 

Cassie had suddenly dissolved into a heartbroken weeping. She 
quickly checked her sobs, but then, just as unusual for her as the 
crying, she tried to argue with her mother. “I need um, Mom. I’ll 
be real careful with them scissors,” she begged. She came into the 
kitchen and looked hopefully up at Gertie, the new fancy doll that 
Santa had bought clutched upside down in her arms. 

“You’d, rum them sharp scissors, an they'd ruin you, mebbe,” 
Gertie said. 

Cassie turned away, weeping again. She sounded so sorrowful that 
Gertie turned to pick her up and baby her a bit. But when Cassie 
went away to the block of wood, Gertie stopped by the kitchen table. 
Getting out of the kitchen seemed, for the moment at least, too much 
trouble. Never again could she walk straight into the passway. even 
with the table against the wall. The new washing machine took up 
so much room she could hardly slip her big body sidewise between it 
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and the table. Amos began screaming again for the red plastic car- 
and Clovis shook his head in weariness. 

“A body ud think them youngens got nothen. I thought Cassie 
was crazy over that new doll, an she did keep a-talken about how 
pretty it was dressed.” He sighed, resting on his elbows by the wash- 
ing machine. “I alius hoped Clylic could have a nice store-bought 
doll like that — an now she’s too old, and Cassie she ain’t so pleased. 
An th money I’ve spent. What did she want?” 

“Mebbe,” Gertie said, looking again at the hopping sparrows, 
‘‘she don’t know. Lots a grown people never git an never know what 
they want. They spend money, hopcn it’ll satisfy em, like a man a- 
hunten matches in a strange dark liouse.” 

She nodded towards the alley where Sophronie’s Whcateye was 
running down the steps. She wore a new pink rayon dress, and had 
an oversized doll on one arm and the box of red plastic dishes 
cradled in the other. Gertie watched a little saucer fall from a corner 
of the flimsy, crumpling box and lie, a bright spot of red in the snow. 
She ought to call and tell the child that she had lost a dish, but she 
only shook her head. Did it matter? In a few days the box would be 
gone, the dishes broken, and nothing left but their price. Sophronie 
would pay that olT at so much a week. .‘'2.75 they had cost. How 
much was .$2.75? 

Clovis said, “There,” in the pleased voice which meant that some- 
thing he had meant to fit was fitted. 

The sparrows flew away as Mrs. Anderson, wearing her coat and 
boots, came down her steps carrying a bright red tricycle, and 
followed by a snow-suited Gcorgic. Then the Daly door opened and 
out poured the Daly boys. All seemed to have cither fancy wheeled 
toys or new sledges, though soon she saw that two were on hockey 
skates fastened to special shoes, the kind Enoch had wanted. Even 
Reuben, who would have little to do with the alley games, had some- 
what sheepishly said the other day that he would lif:c .to lean, to 
skate. 

Mrs. Daly, steamy-faced, straggledy-headed, her apron damp with 
dishwater, the least one in her arms, stood in the door and watched, 
smiling. Her glance leaped from child to child; each, broadened 
the smile, so that when she was at last able to tear her eyes away 
and look at Mrs. Anderson, struggling to get Gcorgic face-forward 
on the seat of his tricycle, her face was so full of smiles it broke into 
joyful laughter as she called, “Merry Christmas!” 
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She flipped her apron about the baby and came on down the alley. 
“Such a fine Christmas,” she said, beaming up at the plainly un- 
happy Mrs. Anderson. “Fresh snow. Nobody sick.” She glanced at 
the Bommarita door, then at Mr. Anderson behind his storm door, 
and spoke more loudly. “Our father home sleepen. He went last 
night wit Maggie tudu midnight mass. My, ain’t she pretty? What’s 
her name?” She was talking now to Wheateye, coming from the 
Miller door, where she had been to show her doll. 

“Sally Marie,” and Wheateye held up the great doll, demonstrated 
its powers of going to sleep and saying, “Mama,” then ran to get the 
new doll buggy. 

“That Santa Claus, he’s sure got a fallen fu kids.” Mrs. Daly 
smiled on Wheateye as she had smiled on her own. Her joy even 
touched Mrs. Anderson, who for a moment seemed what she was, a 
young and pretty woman, hardly thirty. Her voice was gay when she 
called to Gertie, now on her sloop: 

“Your turkey smells good, sage in the stuffing like we always had 
at home. You almost never smell it here.” And after a wary glance 
at Gcorgie, still sitting backward on his tricycle, she came over and 
stood by Gertie’s stoop, smiling up at her. “If 1 shut ray eyes here 
by your door, 1 can think I’m back home.” 

“I’ll give you some a mine 1 brung frum home.” 

“Homer doesn’t care for sage and red pepper,” Mrs. Anderson 
said in the weary, talking-to-herself voice she often used, so that it 
seemed she was not the same woman who a moment ago had 
laughed in the alley. “Homer doesn’t care for fruit cake, cither. The 
pediatrician would faint at the idea of letting Gcorgie taste it. I made 

fruit cakes mostly — 1 guess because I ” She reached for a pinch 

of fresh snow from the porch rail, watched the snow disappear, then 
looked at her empty lingers — “I wanted something that wasn’t 
sensible and vitamic, just once, for Christmas,” she confessed all in a 
breath. 

Wheateye was rolling a new and shining doll buggy, large enough 
for a live baby, down the Mcanwcll steps. She was being helped by a 
yawning Sophronie in a new housecoat, shinier and flouncier than 
the old had been. Sophronie nodded sleepily, but smiled as she 
returned the Christmas greetings the women called to her. No 
sooner had she gone back into her kitchen than Mrs. Anderson began 
in a low, worried voice, her disapproving glance on Wheateye’s doll 
carriage, “Isn't it awful how they work at terrible jobs — have you 
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seen Sophronie’s hands lately — and then waste their money? That 
housecoat: what in the world does a factory worker with three 
children need with a flimsy rayon housecoat? And all that foolishness 
for the children. It makes it hard on the others with sensible parents.” 

“ ‘Man cannot live by bread alone,’ ” Gertie suddenly said in a 
surprised voice. 

Mrs. Anderson nodded. “ ‘But by every word that proceedeth out 
of the mouth of God.’ I went to Sunday school too, when I was 
little. But a flimsy doll buggy given by a mother who can’t afford it to 
a child who won’t take care of it has nothing to do with bread and 
God’s word.” 

Gertie was isleut, her thoughts on bubble-gum and shoe-strings. 
She wished she’d got skates for Reuben — and maybe Enoch too. 

The sound of a through train rushing by silenced Mrs. Anderson. 
The smoke rolled and the cinders rattled down. Christmas seemed 
gone, sped with the train to some quieter, cleaner place. The smoke 
was still falling when Enoch’s friend, Mike Turbovitch, came plung- 
ing and staggering on hockey skates, clumsy in the snow. He 
stopped at the bottom step and called, ‘‘Oh, Enoch, come on out. 
Yu gitchu hockey skates?” 

Enoch came running to the call, but stopped, his head around the 
storm door, when he saw Mike’s skates. He looked past him to the 
Dalys and their toys, and then saw Tony Bommarita pulling a long 
new sledge. He turned quickly away. His choked mumble, ‘‘‘I’d 
ruther listen to th radio an play with my builden set,” was cut off by 
the slamming door. 

Mike looked after him with a shrewd but pitying glance, then 
turned to Gertie with a sharp, accusing look. ‘‘Didn’t he git his 
hockey skates, nor nothen?” 

Gertie, conscious of Mrs. Anderson’s watching, listening face, said, 
‘‘Oh, sure, a builden set an stuff,” but Mike looked suspicious still, 
and after a moment’s waiting and another call he staggered away. 

When he had gone, Gertie called into the house and suggested to 
Enoch that he and Amos come out and play with the new wagon, 
but Enoch’s answer was tearful and resentful. ‘‘Wagins is baby stuff. 
Mom.” 

Amos, roused from his boats in the bathroom, cried, ‘‘I ain’t no 
baby,” but an instant later he was in the living-room, screaming 
because Enoch had the wagon. 

There was a thumping and bumping of the wagon while Enoch 
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yelled, “You wasn’t usen it. You an Cassie allatime play with my 
things.’’ There were more screams and thumps, and Clovis finally 
scolded. Though his voice was loud, it held the absent-minded tone 
of one taken up with some beloved pastime, so that his, “Behave 
yerselves youngens, fore I git a hick’ry limb,’’ had no effect at all. 

Gertie, embarrassed by the poor showing of her family on Christ- 
mas Day, turned to chide the boys, but Clytie screamed, “Mom, 
make em quit! They’re a-lcaren th place up, an I cain’t hardly try on 
my new dress.’’ 

“Merry Christmas.’’ It was Mrs. Daly, who had at last managed 
to tear herself away from the sight of her children, going now into 
the next alley. 

“We ain’t so merry,” Gertie said. 

“Sick on Christmas Day?” Mrs. Daly asked, coming up the 
walk. 

Gertie shook her head. The screaming of Amos, the bumping of 
the fought-over wagon, and Clytie’s shrill cries that they’d knock the 
Christmas tree over told Mrs. Daly enough of the Christmas in her 
house without her adding words to it. The sounds proclaimed to any 
listening ears that Santie had brought to all the children only one real 
toy fit for showing up and down the alleys. 

Mrs. Daly listened and nodded as Clovis listened and nodded over 
the car’s motor on a cold morning. She shook her head. “Yu gotta 
git um all a big present apiece. Once I tried one sled between Chris 
and Joe.” She sighed at the memory, then winked at Gertie and 
whispered, “Yu least kid’s Amos, ain’t he?” 

When Gertie had nodded, Mrs. Daly stuck her face close to the 
broken-out pane in the storm door, and called above the tumult, 
“Amos, it’s too bad youse is too little to steer an don’t know how. 
Yu could steer outside. Du kids is haven a kind a Christmas parade. 
An let youse brudder push.” She opened the storm door invitingly. 

Another fight threatened over who should pull the wagon to the 
door, “blow, now,” Mrs. Daly cried, going into the kitchen. “I 
ginerally git all th big toys tudu door myself. S’job in a crowded 
place. My, my, youse gotta big Christmas.” Her voice was warm 
with genuine pieasure as she went on, “A refrigerator — such a big one 
an so fine — linoleum anu washing machine. An ina war when stuff’s 
so hard to git.” As soon as she had put the wagon through the door, 
she must turn back and examine the great white ice-box. It rose 
higher than her head and blocked most of the kitchen window, but 
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I her eyes were worshipful, pleased, Gertie thought, as if the thing had 
been her own. 

Enoch forgot his quarrel with Amos and sprang to show Mrs. Daly 
the wonders of the ice-box. As soon as he was out of bed, he had put 
water into the trays. Then it had seemed to Gertie, trying to get 
breakfast in the sharply contracted kitchen, that he had opened the 
thing at least a hundred times to see if the water was freezing. Now, 
trying as before to catch the light going on, he opened its door with a 
quick, hard pull, calling to Mrs. Daly, “Lookee. Lookee. It’s got a 
place fer butter an meat an vegetables an everlhing.” lie opened 
little doors and pulled out trays and drawers. The Icy Heart, as if 
trying to impress the little woman, Hung out air so cold it made a fog 
in the hot kitchen. Next there came a soft purring, as if some strange 
kind of polar cat were curled in the heart of it. 

“It’s one of th finest I’ve ever seen,’’ Mrs. Daly said. 

“A 1942 Icy Heart with nine and three-tenths cubic feet,’’ Enoch 
said, putting his ear close, the better to hear the white cat. “Pop was 
real lucky to git it: no black market, taxes, nothen. He got it ofF’n a 
man he knows in th shop that got TB an is a-goen to Arizona. He 
sold it an th washen machine — cheap.’’ 

“His wife was sure a good housekeeper, not a nick on it,” Mrs. 
Daly said, running a gentle finger down the blue and silver handle. 
“Yousc's lucky.” 

Clovis warmed to her praise. “The man gimme time an sold it 
some under OPA. Thataway, he said, them secondliand dealers 
wouldn’t make a pile on him.” 

Gertie carried the wagon down the steps. Conscious of Mrs. 
Anderson’s questioning glance, she tried to smile the way a woman 
with an almost new ten-cubic-fool Icy Heart should smile. “1 know 
you’re awfully proud of your new things?” Mrs. Anderson asked. 

Last night, when she had learned what Clovis had done with the 
Henley money he had asked for a few days before, telling her then lie 
only wanted to borrow it to pay more on his car debts, she had 
somehow kept down the bitter-tongued anger that seemed always 
rising in her of late. She had smiled last night for the children, all gay 
and excited with the surprise for her. It had been so hard then, it 
ought to be easy now. Cassic, gay again and singing one of her own 
songs, ran past her down the walk. Enoch next, and then Amos. 
Gertie turned away from Mrs. Anderson on the pretext of getting the 
children started off with the wagon. 
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A plane went over, but too high to kill conversation with its 
sounds. The children were beginning to squabble now, especially 
Wheateye, who was screaming at some of the Daly boys for ruining 
her doll buggy with snowballs. Behind Mrs. Bommarita, watching 
her children from her doorway, a radio was crying out the news of 
great slaughter in Germany. Somewhere another radio was singing 
Peace on Earth. Mrs. Anderson noticed none of these things. She 
continued to watch Gertie and wait for her comment. 

“Eve lived a long time without sich,” Gertie said at last. “An 
when we go back we’ll have to sell em, mebbe fer less than we paid, 
an — it’s more debts.” 

“I’ll betcha never asked fer one of them damn’ big things. I seen it 
last night when they was moving it in.” It was Max on her steps, 
dressed in her Sunday best in a long coat with fur on the collar. The 
dark I'ur and a dark hat made Max’s face seem gentle as some early 
spring flower blooming out of last year's snow-blackened leaves. The 
bluish rings under her eyes made them seem bigger and softer, her 
lips redder, kinder. “Victor’s mother,” she went on, coming over to 
Gertie’s stoop — “she buys th best — has got one exactly like it, only 
bigger. Always loaded dow n with enough damn’ junk to start a 
delicatessen. All them drawers an shelves an trays to fiddle with an 
keep clean. An now Victor wants one.” 

Mrs. Anderson smiled. “You’re just jealous. Don’t you know. 
Max, that every woman, that is, every Ameiican woman, dreams of 
the day when she’ll owm ” 

“Yu mean have in her kitchen,” Max said, lighting a cigarette. 
“Nobody in this alley owr.> nothen. When they get most a th pay- 
ments made on something, it breaks down an they hafta trade it in on 
some more crap.” 

“Now, Max,” Mrs. Anderson said, still smiling a strange Whil;- 
like smile, “you're un-American — or else you don’t listen to the 
radio. Evdry woman dreams of a tcn-cubic-foot Icy Heart in her 
kitchen— Icy Heart power — Icy Heart. We must hurry up and win 
the war so wc can all go out and buy Icy Hearts.” She had stopped, 
trying to remember. “Last summer 1 knew it by heart; Mrs. Bom- 
marita had the Icy Heart programme on every day.” 

“1 hope she’s not listening to th news today,” Max interrupted. 
“It’s awful. A couple a them generals must have went on a drunk in 
Paris an left th war to run itself. Her man, he’s a waist-gunner.” 

“It’s the infantry that’s so hard hit,” Mrs. Anderson said. 
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“Sophronie has a brother somewhere over there in the infantry. I 
hope she isn’t listening.” 

“She ain’t got time,” Max said, “I hope Whit got her what she 
wanted. She’d set her heart on a housecoat she seen ina window at 
American Credit.” 

“With flounces and lots of gold?” Mrs. Anderson asked. 

Max nodded, glad. “He must a got it. Full-skirled, swishy?” 

“You mean,” Mrs. Anderson asked, “she actually wants the kind 
/ of housecoat he gives her? But what in the world does a woman in 
' her — in her station ” 

Max dropped her arms from a long childlike yawn, smiled at Mrs. 
Anderson. “You’ve got me, kid, but she wears it, not me. Why did 
Jesus change water into wine? Water is a lot more healthful. 
Besides, you can wash your face in it, and it’s cheaper, my pop used 
to say when Mom would quarrel a little because he’d brought home 
wine in th middle a th week steda just on Saturday night.” 

“Was your father a minister?” Mrs. Anderson asked. 

“I don’t remember that he ever called himself that but once or 
twice. I remember once somewhere down in North Carolina — it was 
spring and he wanted to stop awhile on the way north so he turned 
off on a gravel road. And somehow' he said something to a farmer 
made the man think Pop could castrate pigs. The farmer begged and 
begged him. He thought Pop wouldn’t do it on account he didn’t 
have no money. So Pop castrated. He’d never done it, and Mom 
fussed and said he oughtn’t to do it, for after he’d done the first pigs a 
lot a other farmers come. They paid us in hams, the best hams, an 
eggs an dried apples, and fresh-caught trout. Did you ever cat fresh- 
caught, fresh-fried trout with real young, tender . . .?” 

“But, Max, what did your father say or do?” Mrs. Anderson cried 
in an agony of curiosity. 

“Why, he said, ‘Thank you,’ 1 guess.” 

“1 mean about being a minister or something.” 

“Oh. When Mom complained because he castrated pigs w'hen 
he’d hardly ever been close to a pig, he said, ‘Good lady, I minister to 
th wants and needs of all mankind.’ Yu want it for Homer?” 

Mrs. Anderson shook her head, and was suddenly interested in the 
whereabouts of Georgie, while Gertie asked, “Did his pigs do all 
right?” 

Max nodded, and Mrs. Anderson sighed heavily. “But, Max, was 
he a preacher, like in a church?” 
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“I don’t remember but once or twice, when we was real hard up. 
Once in West Virginia, by a mining town — th mines was running, but 
Pop couldn’t mine — we’d even run outa gas, so he preached onu rich 
man going to heaven through that needle’s eye. It made them pore 
miners feel good, I reckon. Th money come rollen in, but he didn’t 
like to take it; he said . . .” 

Her words were drowned by Mrs. Daly’s calling from Gertie’s 
doorway. “It works — he fixed a motor. Can yu imagine?” 

Clytie behind her, all in a jiggle of excitement, was begging, 
“Come an see it, Mom. It’s worken. Can I do a washen?” 

Enoch, who had been pushing the wagon with Amos in it, heard 
and ran back to the house screaming, “Lemme see! Leinmc see!” 

Wheatcye, who had overturned her doll buggy in the snow while 
fleeing from snowballs, took up the cry of, “Lemme see, lemme see,” 
and came running, as did the other children, who had by now 
marched down the other alley, around, and home again. Gertie got 
as far as the second step, but got stopped by the crowding children, 
and when Sophronie’s Gilbert came running, his skate blade striking 
her shoe, she came down again and stood with Max and Mrs. 
Anderson. The three women by the house wall made an island of 
stillness among the eddying children, running now from distant 
alleys, drawn by the cries of, “Lemme see.” “What is ut?” “Some- 
then for free?” Still others heard Mrs. Daly call across the ajJey to 
Mrs. Bommarita, “Come and seedu Icy Heart.” k 

“Don't let it freeze the eggs an frostbite th lettuce,” Max sak . with 
a shiver. “They’re powerful things, them Tcy Hearts.” 

“Maybe I’m jealous,” Mrs. Anderson said, “but I don’t like stuff 
so cold. Casimir docs wake the baby and track in dirt, but an ice- 
box was all we had in Muncie,” and her voice grew warm, warmer 
than when she spoke of her children. “It stays on the back porch. I 
guess it is inconvenient, but we have the nicest back porch. There’s a 
big maple — we have a big old frame house on the edge of town — 
right by the porch, too close, Homer thinks; he plans to have it 
pruned when we go back. But in summer the porch is always cool 
and shady, and in the fall, when you go out for the milk, the red and 
yellow leaves are all plastered on the floor, and it smells a little likje 
the woods.” 

“Mornens last fall when I’d go to th spring, th poplar leaves they’d 
be plastered thick,” Gertie said in a low voice. 

“We seen th poplars yellow once up in th West Virginia hills,” 
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Max said. “But once in October, in Ohio someplace — I know 
Cleveland wasn’t so far away — oh, them maples then! I remember 
Pop gut us right in under one. Th leaves fell all over th roof — an he 
set ina door drinking coffee an watched um fall half th morning.” 

“Max,” Mrs. Anderson asked, after a polite pause to make certain 
the girl was finished, “1 was wondering the other day, where is — or 
was — your home and people?” 

Max dropped her cigarette, clasped her gloved hands in front of 
her, and, like a child relating a thing learned so well there can never 
be a forgetting, said, “From Earth, Lord, I come. That’s one of the 
smaller planets; you would know it as a sister of Venus.” She choked 
and turned towards her door, remembered, whirled back, and looked 
at Gertie as she asked, her voice hoarse, “A dream? I gotta have a 
dream; that's what I came out for.” 

“Cedar,” Gertie said, realising that through all the hubbub she’d 
heard a small child’s troubled weeping. She found it on the other 
side of her stoop step, apparently lost. She picked it up and held it 
on her hip. It at once left off crying and began licking a purple 
sucker that had been stuck to the red plastic fish it carried. 

Max was repeating, questioning tlie w'ord, “Cedar?” 

Gertie explained, “A little peaked cedar like grows by th creek on a 
limestone ledge. You know how they look fore sunrise on a summer 
mornen, with mebbe a little spider web er tw o, all white with dew.” 

Max’s gum was still between her front teeth while she considered. 
“Yeah? Kinda. I’ll take it. Seems like it was cedars we saw so much 
in Arkansas — but I don’t remember any dew. Cedar’s enough, 
though. I’ve gotta scram. Victor might wake ’fore I’m gone. I gotta 
be at work by two o’clock, an I want Christmas dinner first.” 

Mrs. Anderson clucked in sympathy. “What a shame they make 
you work on Christmas Day — and not get to cat at home.” 

Max was hoarse again as she turned away. “It wouldn’t seem like 
home, dinner at home on C hristmas Day. Victor's mom's gc.nna 
have a fit when I don’t show up. But I couldn’t take il— all them 
Poles together, knowen one another, talkcn u same lingo. I woiiklha 
lonesome llien.” She looked back, lier eyes lingering on Gertie like 
one lonesome now. “1 found a girl that wanted to bo off — claims 
sale’s got kids. But I figger she wants to give her boy friend — her 
man’s inu marines — a real good Christmas — present. Cedar, cedar,” 
and she went running up her steps. 

Gertie looked about for someone who knew the child, though on 
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her hip it seemed contented enough. There were plenty of children. 
Some, satisfied with seeing, ran down the steps, bumping into others 
running up. There was a deal of shoving, joggling, and good- 
humoured pitching of soft snowballs, while others pounded drums or 
blew horns. Most were also eating — candy, bananas, cookies, apples, 
oranges, and raw carrots. Whcateye, holding a bottle of pop in one 
hand, a horn in the other, the horn hand cradling her doll and one 
long spear of celery, divided her attention between blowing, taking 
little biles of celery and olfcring the doll the strings, and drinking, 
then handing the doll dainty nips from the bottle. At times she 
would wave the bottle and the horn and cry, “Da biggest ice-box ya 
ever seed — thirteen cubic feet an it costed a thousand dollars.” 

The tide was thinning, the cries of “Lemme see,” and “What’s 
cooken?” were giving place to comments, many admiring, some 
belittling. “We’ve got a bigger one dan that.” “Who’d want a old 
secondhand junk heap?" “We’re gonna buy a brand-new oneisoon’s 
the war’s over.” And a jeering voice from a strange alley, “De'jn hill- 
billies, dey come up here an get all da money in Detroit.” 

Mrs. Anderson, listening, nodded as over a page in a book. JfThat 
interests Homer a lot. He’s working on his Ph.D. thesis in sociology, 
you know: The Patterns of Racial and Religious Prejudice and 
Persecution in Industrial Detroit.” Gertie blinked, and Mrs. 
Anderson went on more rapidly, “That,” and she nodded towards 
Mrs. Daly coming out the door, “interests him a lot. Almost 
nothing has been written about the hatred of the foreigner for Imany 
of our native-born Americans whose religion and social custom's are 
different from his own. IR’s always finding evidence of it;\ it’s 
interesting.” 

"'Bein th evidence ain’t so interesten,” Gertie said, smoothing bkek 
the child’s hair. She had such a pretty hair, black and curly, saft, 
curly as Gallic Lou’s. She looked up as Max’s door opened and Max 
hurried away, calling over her shoulder, “Come out good; 
sevens.” 

Mrs. Daly heard and asked, “Does she still pick her numbers fronp 
da dream book?” 

Timmy Daly looked up, wonderingly. “Wherc’d her getta slip? 
Casimir ain’t sellen ice today.” 

And Mrs. Anderson, with the puzzled look of a woman stepping 
into a fog at noon of a bright sunny day, asked her sharp, breathless 
questions, “Why did she want a number? Oh, dear, I w'asn’t 
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listening. Why did she want a dream? And what does Casimir . . .?” 

“Such a fine ice-box, Mrs. Novels. I hope to be getting a bigger 
one soon. But it’s like I tell Maggie, if I don’t never save a down 
payment maybe du old can do till u war’s over and dey’ll take it fudu 
down payment. And Maggie, when she’s married, will have a fine 
new one with a freezer chest all u way acrost u top like one I seen in u 
magazine.’’ She caught the mouth-open, wanting-to-ask-questions 
glance of Mrs. Anderson, and hurried on, “Oh, how come I could 
forget it! I wanta tell youse about Maggie’s Christmas present — two 
towels, pure linen, hand-monogrammed for her hope chest.” She 
picked up the baby's sucker, fallen on to the snow, and put it back 
into its mouth, saying, “Du snow was clean.” She turned again to 
Mrs. Anderson, emphasising her words with nods, “Nobody, but 
nobody, can never say to my Maggie, ‘Yu had no dowry; yu’ve 
brought not one stitch u linen tuyu marriage.’ She’ll have it. Linen, 
all pure linen, Christmas, birthdays since she was born — alw'ays one 
piece,/two this Christmas, u linen, pure linen. Such . . .” 

Gedrgie screamed from somewhere down the alley. Mrs. Ander- 
son had to hurry away, but Mrs. Daly lingered a moment, looking 
after her. “Books and schooling, mitten all her life but books an 
schoo|ling — no wonder she don’t know nutten. Docs she think 
Casirriir makes his liven out u ice?” 

Mrs. Daly, afraid her baby would get chilled, hurried home. Gertie 
started down the alley to hunt the owner of the child, a dark-eyed 
little, girl about two years old. She knew that she had never until 
now seen the child, yet she seemed strangely familiar. She was 
standing hesitant near the end of the alley, when Cassie came 
running, laughing, one hand outstretched. But instead of the witch- 
clVild’s hand she held an envelope smudged with liquorice candy. 
“jLookee, Mom, what that nice bubble-gum boy gimme, a Christmas 
caxrd all for me.” She opened the envelope to show the wonders of a 
fit, red-cheeked Santa Claus with big-eyed reindeer that looked like 
Ijporned calves. 

Gertie admired the card, held it up for the little child to see. She 
made a sound and held out her hand for it. Cassie, really looking at 
her for the first time, asked, “Mom, how come you’ve got Mable?” 

“Mable?” 

“Uhuh, her’s th bubble-gum boy’s kid sister. His mom hadda 
work today. He’s hunlen her now. Lemme take her home. She 
walks good.” 
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Mable wanted down, and went away with Cassie while Cassie 
talked to her of Santa Claus and reindeer. Gertie stood a moment, 
smiling as she watched them go. At last she turned slowly back to 
her own door. She saw, at the foot of her sidewalk, the red wagon, 
no good for playing in the snow, and so deserted by her boys. She 
tried not to think of the twelve dollars the flimsy thing had cost as she 
walked past it. On the stoop she lingered a moment, hand on the 
storm-door knob. Tlic alley was deserted for the moment, even by 
the sparrows. Still, her searching glance went over it; maybe behind 
some other door she might find the things not found behind her own. 

Standing so, she heard the whirrity glug of the washing machine, 
Bing Nolan gargling away on ‘Silent Night’ on the radio, and then, 
more loudly, Clytie's outraged quarrelling. Gertie hurried into the 
kitchen when she heard enough to learn that whatever it was it had 
been done by “that mean, mean Cassie”. She saw then the bit of 
shiny blue rayon in Clytie’s hands as she held it up for her father to 
see. “Look, Pop, what that mean youngen’s went an done. She’s cut 
up th dress olT’n that fine new Christmas doll and stuck it on a httle 
ole makeshift doll Mom whittled fer her ’fore we left home.” 

Gertie saw that the line blue cloth was draped about the little 
hickory doll, the ‘golden child’ she had whittled by the Tipton spring. 
She stood a moment looking, her eyes warm as if a sparrow had 
pecked a crumb from her hand. Both Clytie and Clovis, she realised, 
were looking at her with disapproval. Tightening her apron about 
her, she turned resolutely towards the Icy Heart to begin the last 
part of the Christmas dinner preparations. 

While Clovis quarrelled aoout the ravished doll, her own thoughts 
of Cassie demanding scissors helped her through the dinner-getting. 
She felt sorry for Clovis. He looked so bleary-ej'ed and tired. He’d 
been getting less overtime since going on the midnight shift. But he 
was slow about learning to sleep in the daytime, and he’d spent a lot 
of his sleep lime pushing his way through the hot, overcrowded, 
smelly department-store basements hunting Christmas for them all. 

She kept her silence, but lost the warm-eyed look when, during 
the dinner that had cost so much, Clovis upbraided her ignorance 
of turkey cookery. Hemmed as it had been in the too small oven, 
the turkey had burned on the outside, scorching the breast meat, but 
they all came near gagging when Clovis cut into a thigh joint and 
blood ran out. 

The real butter, that was to have been a Christmas treat with hot 

1 
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biscuit, had got so hard and cold from its stay in the Icy Heart that 
it refused to melt even on the hottest of biscuit, and butter and 
biscuit were chilled together. Clytie had the lettuce in the wrong 
place, and it was frozen. Reuben complained the milk was so cold 
it hurt his teeth. Clytie blamed it on Enoch, who’d turned down the 
cold controls; Enoch was angry; and Clovis turned sorrowful 
because the Icy Heart, like Cassie’s new doll and the other things he’d 
bought, was unappreciated. 


CHAPTER NINETEEN 

Somehow the dinner was finished, the dishes done, and one by 
one Clovis and the children either went to sleep during the afternoon 
or settled into quietness by the radio. Gertie had, some time ago, 
promised herself a Christmas gift. She would, she had decided, 
pleasure herself on Christmas afternoon with working again on the 
block of wood. But with all the children home there was so little 
room, and anyway she would feel guilty now, she thought, if she 
wasted time on the man in the wood when she could be making 
money by whittling out a Christ on a cross for Victor. 

In order to escape somewhat from the radio and the heat, for she 
had put the turkey back for a further cooking, she stood by the storm 
door with the inner door open behind her. The pane broken by the 
Dalys let in a stream of cold air, and brought in but little noise, for 
the alley seemed deserted now of children. 

There were only the Mcanwcll boys and a few of the Dalys, and 
even these were strangely quiet as they played a friendly game of 
forts and snowballs. 

Gertie was yawning over the dull work of shaping the cross, absent- 
mindedly listening to the boys, when she heard Gilbert Mcanwcll cry, 
“Please, Miz Bommarita, we won’t hitcha house an stepsTno more. 
They won’t break nothen nohow. We ain’t usen no hard balls.” 

There was so much apprehension and piteous begging in Gilbert’s 
usually untroubled voice that Gertie, troubled for the child, stuck her 
head around the door and looked into the alley. She saw Mrs. 
Bommarita cross the alley and start up the Mcanwcll steps. Gilbert 
sprang in front of her and stood on the stoop. “They ain’t no use to 
knock. They ain’t nobody home. We won’t throw no more. 
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Honest.” And the boy, cringing against the door, looked up at the 
large and angry woman as if he were afraid. 

Claude Jean, the younger one, sprang from behind the trash can, a 
snowball dropping from his hand. “They ain’t nobody home. Git 
away an quitcha knocken.” A Daly ball splattered his pale hair, but 
he never noticed as he moved closer to Mrs. Bommarita, his voice 
filled with a troubled beseeching: “Please, lady, quitcha knocken. 
Everbody’s — cverbody’s gone, I tell yu. Please.” 

Mrs. Bommarita hesitated, then went on up the Meanwell steps, 
asking in her low, always seeming-sullen voice, “An why for because 
don’tcha want me to knock?” 

Gilbert pressed his back more firmly against the storm door, his 
arms wide spread across it, and begged again, almost crying now, 
“G’wan Imck. Tlicy ain’t nobody home. Pop's gone tu th bowlen 
alley — an Mom, too.” 

“Yu don’t wantclui mom to know yu’ve been dirtying mu steps 
again. Liars,” and, reaching above Gilbert’s outstretched arms, she 
knocked on tlic storm door with her fist. 

There was a moment’s silence after the loud and ringing knock. 
Gilbert twisted his head about and looked through an empty square 
w'here glass had been, lus body tense. Claude Jean, w'ho had been 
worriedly watching the door, cried, relief in his voice, “See, they ain’t 
nobody home.” 

The Daly boys, too, were watching, not taking advantage of the 
unprotected positions of the Meanwells. Christopher, the biggest 
Daly, turned at last to Mrs. Bommarita, and there was in his voice an 
echo of the Meanwell boys’ u oublcd concern, as he said, “Dey ain’t 
nobuddy home. Honest. Look, if yu gotta tell tales, go tell mu sister, 
Maggie. She’s—” 

Mrs. Bommarita knocked again, and Gilbert, still with his arms 
across the door, looked up at her, crying, an abject begging in his cry, 

“Please, g’wan. 1 never knowed 1 was hitten yer ” He turned 

quickly afid looked behind him when the inner door began a slow' and 
careful opening. He jerked open the storm door and snatched at the 
knob, but his hand dropped when Wheateye squeezed through the 
narrow opening, then immediately pulled the door shut behind her. 
Wheateye stopped between the doors and stood on tiptoe, her small 
face pushed through the frame of a broken pane. Gertie, who 
watched, and wondered, troubled for the children, saw' that the child 
had been crying. 



256 


She did not look at her face again for staring at her hair. Wheat- 
eye’s hair instead of being its usual pale, almost silvery colour was — 
Gertie couldn't name the colour; more purple than red in some spots, 
more red in others. All unknowing Gertie moved down another step 
to get a better sight of the hair. Mrs. Bommarita stepped back, her 
voice loud in scolding. “Yu kids. Yoiise oiighta be ashamed. Yu 
mom works hard to give yu a good Christmas, and look whatcha 
done. Yu’ve ruined yu new dress. Look, it’s all run over.” She 
pointed to streaks and blobs of purplish red on Wheateye’s pink 
rayon dress, and quarrelled on, “Yu mom could git in bad trouble. 
She oughta know it’s againsa law to leave kids by tlieirselves this- 
away. Somebody might calla cops.” 

“We’ll be good,” Gilbert said, glancing uneasily at Wheatcye's 

hair. “We’re gonna ” He sprang towards the door, opening 

again. 

Wheateye whirled about and tugged on the door-knob. Her toes 
pushed hard against the door-sill; her small body bent like a bow as 
she flung all her weight on her hands as they tried to keep the inner 
door shut. Gilbert caught the knob, but too late. The inner door 
began a slow opening. Mrs. Bommarita leaned above the pulling 
children and pushed, scolding, “Yu mean kids. Telling me lies so's 
yu mama won’t know th meanness yu've been in.” 

But when the door was only part-way open, Mrs. Bommarita’s 
hands suddenly dropped away. She stood a second, staring, then 
whirled and ran down the steps. She did not look back when 
Sophronie called, “Come in, Mish Bommarita. Didja see Wheat- 
eye's hair? Don’tcha think it’s pretty? Git out a my way, Gilbert.” 
Sophronie, with the strength that always seemed out of place in her 
puny body, gave tlic storm door a hard, swift push that knocked 
Wheateye down the steps and Gilbert back enough so that she could 
get on to the stoop. She stopped, and stood swaying a little, but able 
to ask, “Whatsa matter, Mish Bommarita? Runnen olv?” 

Mrs. Bommarita only ran faster as she called over her’slioulder, 
“I gotta see about mu baby.” 

“Baby?” Sophronie said. “Baby shick?” Her wavering hands 
found the porch rail and clung to it as she came unsteadily down the 
steps. 

Gilbert, near sobbing now, begged, “Git back in. Mom. Please.” 

Sophronie paid him no heed. She was apparently unaware that, 
save for her toeless slippers, her only piece of clothing was a black 
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and flimsy nightgown with narrow straps for a top and a long and 
constantly lengthening tear up the front. Wheateye gave her mother 
one shame-and-terror-mingled look, then scrambled to her feet and 
darted back into the house. But Gilbert sprang in front of Sophronie, 
begging, his voice loud, as if he feared she could not understand, 
“Mom, yu fergotcha housecoat. You’ll freeze.” He caught her arm 

and tried to turn her about. “Please, Mom, git back in ” She 

gave him a hard, slapping blow with the heel of her palm. He 
staggered, but clung to her arm; and, unable to get her back up the 
steps, he walked backwards in front of her, trying to shield her 
nakedness as he begged, “Please, Mom, please ” 

Sophronie seemed suddenly to realise that Gilbert was in front of 
her, blocking the way. She caught him by the shoulders and flung 
him hard to the ground. She then stood swaying, flinging her arms 
about in her efforts to regain her balance. Gertie thought hopefully 
that she was going to fall, and started towards her. If she fell and lay 
quiet, she could pick her up and carry her back into the house. 
However, Sophronie straightened at last, and stood holding herself 
stiffly erect while she looked about the alley in a fuddled sort of way. 
Mrs. Bommariia's door slammed shut, and the sound apparently 
brought back her memory. 

She called, “Wait, Mish Bomniarita. I’ll look at yer baby,” and 
staggered on across the alley. Her tangled perm.anent-wave-crisped 
hair stood up like a wiry halo about her head. One strap of the 
nightgown slipped ever fartiier down her arm, and as she walked the 
tear in front continued to lengthen. The fallen strap entangled her 
arm, the lengthening pieces of me split skirt worried her feet. When 
she reached the llommarita trash can, she stopped, said, “Damn,” 
and then, seeming blind to Christopher Daly on the other side of the 
can, she stood on the nightgown tail and wriggled her body slowly, 
wearily, like a moth emerging from a cocoon. She went on up the 
walk, wcaringhothing now but the red slippers. 

Gilbert "larted to pick up the nightgown, then called over his 
shoulder, “Hurry, Claude, with the housecoat.” He ran after his 
mother, who was now pounding on the Bomniarita door, calling in 
her thick, muffled voice: 

“Yu want aspirin fer th baby?” 

No one came to Sophronic's knocking. Gilbert waited a moment, 
then tapped on the door quickly, crying, “Please let my mom in. 
She don’t know what she’s docn.” He began all at once to cry 
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whole-heartedly, like a very young child, and stood slinging the tears 
away with his fist. 

The smaller Dalys, who had been flinging swift, curious glances at 
Sophronie, looked carefully away when Gilbert began to cry, and 
when Christopher called to them, “Yu better scram, kids,” they 
turned towards the Daly door. Christopher, however, continued to 
stand and stare at a melting snowball as if there were nothing else of 
interest in the alley. He did not look round when the Bommarita 
door was opened enough to make a narrow crack and Mrs. Bom- 
marita said, “If youse hillbillies don’t git away I’ll calla cops. I’ll go 
to da pay station not a block away. G’wan, scram.” She hooked 
the storm door, then banged shut the inner door. 

Sophronie blew a cloud of smoke. “Who wants in a damned 
wop’s house nohow?” She turned about, cursing again as she 
bumped into Gilbert. He stood as close to her as he could get, his 
tearful glance jumping from house to house as if measuring what help 
might come from each. He snatched eagerly at the housecoat when 
Claude Jean came running with it, but his mother shook it away when 
he tried to put it around her shoulders. He persisted ; she grabbed it 
and flung it into the snow. “I don’t need a housecoat this time a day,” 
she said. 

Gertie glanced towards her own door. Clovis w'as dozing in their 
bedroom. The children were mostly sleeping too. She started towards 
Sophronie, but in the moment of her looking away Sophronie had 
darted to the next stoop — the /Vndersons’. Gertie looked up in time 
to sec one red slipper disappearing as CJilbert, picking up the house- 
coat, cried, “Mom, don’t go in there. Mr. Anderson’s home.” 

Gertie stopped at the foot of her walk. She was relieved that 
Sophronie was behind a closed door, then worried, moving towards 
the sound, when from behind the door there came a short sharp 
scream — Mrs. Anderson’s. Gilbert ran to the door, calling, “Please 
leave my mama stay. She won’t hurtcha none. She Jist don’t know 
what she’s doen.” No answer came, but he continued to stand by the 
door, trying to make the new Christmas housecoat, mud-stained 
and dye-spotted now, small in his hands. 

Christopher saw Gertie, and after a moment’s liesitation came to 
her. “Mom’s gone,” he .said in a low voice. “She could a managed 
this — but Maggie couldn’t.” 

“It’s no business fer Maggie,” Gertie said. “You’d better go 
home. I’ll . . .” She stood pondering. What could a body do? She 
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had never until now seen a woman drunk or human nakedness, save 
that of Clovis and her children. 

“Please, Mrs. Nevels, oh, please.” It was Mrs. Anderson, brushing 
past Gilbert and rushing down her steps. 

“If a body could git her to sleep. She was dozen off good when 
Miz Bommarita come,” Gilbert said, without leaving his place by the 
door. 

“We’ll manage your mother. Go on home now,” Mrs. Anderson 
said, her voice sharp. Her cheeks were too pink, and her eyes too 
bright and glassy-like — like a body about to puke and cry at the same 
time. She motioned frantically for Gertie to come, then, certain that 
Gertie was following, she rushed back up her walk, again command- 
ing Gilbert to go home. 

Gilbert hesitated, but at last handed her the housecoat, and with 
many backward glances started home. Mrs. Anderson cautiously 
opened her storm door and looked through the glass of the other 
door, her head tilted, listening. Gertie, behind her, heard in a 
moment Sophronie’s question, insistent, as if many times repeated, 
“Didn’tcha think it was pretty?” 

A throat clearing, then the halting answer, “Yes — yes, indeed — 
very nice.” 

Mrs. Anderson turned to Gertie. “It's so horrible,” she whispered, 
“so horrible. Homer was working — filing his thesis material — with 
his back to the kitchen door. 1 was on the floor helping Gcorgie build 
a block house. 1 heard the door and looked up. There she w as in the 
kitchen, naked, smiling that fuddled smile. What'll we do? She 
won't put on a stitch. 1 ofl'ered lior a bathrobe. Homer’s so upset. I’ve 
never seen him upset. He’s so calm — always. When Georgie was 
being born he left the hospital, to look up something in the library. 

“Gcorgic's in there grinning at her,” she went on, as Gertie 
continued silent. “I've brought him up to have no horror of naked- 
ness. Homer ^las learned so much about all the frustrations people 
get becatist they were taught false modesty. But Homer,” she added, 
getting more and more angry, “with all the psychology he’s had, he 
ought to be able to manage. But all he can do is sit there red as a beet 
and sweat.” 

“You all are a-docn enough jist keepen her in th house,” Gertie 
said. 

“But we’ve got to go out. One of Homer's bosses took pity on us 
and invited us to dinner, or rather, as I understand it, one of the 
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bigger bosses, a Mr. MacSomething, too big to be bothered, sug- 
gested that this lesser boss invite us to dinner. Even the lesser one 
lives in Grosse Pointe,” she added, motioning towards her carefully 
done hair and the long-tailed dress. “I’m sure he thinks,” she went 
on, “he’s doing us a great favour. You know, just like Christ — that 
is, if Christ had been so fortunate as to have a home in Grosse Pointe. 
Mr. Turbi, our host, is very close to Christ — Mr. Flint knows him by 
sight.” 

“Give Mom another little drink er two an she’ll doze off.” It was 
Gilbert, who, not trusting them, had gone no farther than behind the 
trash can. 

Claude Jean and Christopher watched and listened with him. 
Claude Jean only nodded, but Christopher said, “Youse'ull have to 
get anudder baby-sitter. Maggie, her — can’t come.” 

Mrs. Anderson, already angry, upset still more by her realisation 
that the boys had heard all that she had said, bit her lip with ex- 
asperation at this last piece of news and looked ready to weep. 
“Why didn’t Maggie tell me sooner? I asked her days ago, and she 
promised.” 

Christopher flushed and looked at Gilbert. Gilbert looked at 
Mrs. Anderson. “His maw — she’s hadda go — out,” Gilbert said at 
last. 

Mrs. Anderson only looked puzzled as well as angry until Chris- 
topher explained in a low voice, “Mu fadder.” Then angry at being 
forced to tell he e.xclaimed, “Hell! It’s Christmas, ain’t it?” 

“Oh — no,” Mrs. Anderson cried, understanding at last. “Oh, this 
alley — an all for Homer’s thesis,” she said under her breath to Gertie, 
then more loudly to Christopher, “But Maggie, so young; she’d be 
better here than ” 

“That’s th trouble,” Gilbert interrupted, looking after Chris- 
topher, who was hurrying away, his ears red. “His old man ain’t 
home. His mom’s gotta find him. He was carrycn th rent money.’' 

“And I used to think it was funny,” Mrs. Anderson stiid. “That 
song, ‘Father, dear father, come home with me now’. Once we had a 
hired man, but we were never allowed to sec him. My mother would 
pretend to us he was sick . . . when ” 

“Has you uns seen Wheateye? Ole Homer, he’s gotta sec her.” It 
was Sophronie with her head stuck round the door. 

Mrs. Anderson whirled and stood in the opening, “Oh— no — yes. 
Gilbert’s gone to get her.” 
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“Thanks,” Sophronie said, pushing her head past Mrs. Anderson 
to smile at Gertie. 

Gertie looked into the pale blue eyes and tried to return the smile, 
but nobody was home in the eyes. The talking, though, was like 
Sophronie’s as she said, “I meant to give my youngens a real fine 
Christmas. Seems like I aint hardly ever got time fer foolen with 
my youngens no more.” She smiled triumphantly. “But today I 
fixed Wheateye’s hair, shampooed an tinted it and give it a lemon 
rinsh, real good. Where’s Wheatcye?” She caught the storm door, 
and such was her darting speed that slic was halfway through and had 
given one shrill call for Wheateyc before Mrs. Anderson and Gertie 
could get in and jerk shut the door. 

“Wheateye’s all right,” Mrs. Anderson said in a breathless, jerky 
voice. 

“But I wanteha tu see her hair. Oh, Wheateyc,” and she screamed 
shrilly again, putting her face close to the glass, as if unable to see that 
Mrs. Anderson’s storm door, unlike her own, had all its panes. 

“I’ll go hunt Wheatcye,’’ Mr. Anderson said from the living-room 
in a strange meek voice. 

“No, no, dear. I’ll go,” Mrs. Anderson said, reaching for the 
door-knob. 

Gertie felt a rush of cold air. “I’m gone, dear.” 

“Not through the front door. There isn’t even a path cleared. You 
haven’t even taken time to put on your boots. You’ll have to walk 
all the way around.” Mrs. Anderson's voice dropped to an angry 
hiss. “He would go away and leave me.” 

Georgic, grinning with delight at all the strange going-ons, caught 
even his mother’s whisper and cried, “Poppa leave mama.” He 
made a song of it and circled around the tiny kitchen, pausing every 
few steps to look at Sophronie. 

Sophronie had been groping over the kitchen table, apparently 
hunting cigarettes, for her last one, half burned, lay smoking on the 
floor. Silt saw the cigarette, bent to roach it, staggered, caught first a 
chair, and then the table. She leaned on it with both hands, smiling, 
“It’s like that merry-go-round,” she said. 

Gcorgie studied her. His glance went from her red-nailed toes on 
up her body that looked like some grey, wrinkling sack filled with 
bones and muscles and joints. He considered her belly briefly, but 
it was only a row of wrinkles sagging between jutting hip-bones, and 
above it her dry, puckered breasts stood little higher than the ridges of 
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her ribs. It was Sophronie’s face that gave Georgie most satis- 
faction. Her lipstick wavered widely on one side of her mouth, and 
thinned suddenly on the other, so that when she smiled it was like half 
her face didn’t move. Her eyebrow pencil was high and heavy, 
crooking down into the bright red spots of rouge smeared unevenly 
over her cheeks. All the colours, the pink, the red, the black, stood 
out boldly against the brick-red of her neck and forehead, and the 
red flush, stopping abruptly as it did just above the hollows of her 
collarbone, looked painted on above the grey-white body. 

“You’re a Indian,” Georgie said at last, his glance on her up- 
standing hair. 

Sophronie giggled. “I'm a Indian on th merry-go-round — 
yippee!" Her voice rose into a wild, screaming whoop that caused 
Mrs. Anderson to press against the hooked storm door. She 
snatched once at Georgie as he dashed past, screaming with laughter. 
Sophronie looked towards her and smiled, her soft and blurry smile. 
“I’m a Indian, all right — a Indian on a merry-go-round,” and began 
an unsteady stepping around the table. 

“Merry-go-round, merry-go-round,” Georgie cried. “I’m on a red 
horse with a gold bridle an you’re on a blue horse with silver. I’m 
finer’n you an faster. I’m getting ahead, see,'’ and he pranced still 
faster. 

“Wait,” Sophronie said, straightening, taking her hand from the 
table, but holding something in the air, as Cassie held to Callie Lou. 
“On a merry-go-round they ain’t no fallen back — no gitten ahead. 
You go jist as fast as it goes. Sec?” She was not looking at Georgie, 
but straight ahead, her soft but disobedient glance lighting to find 
something, somebody who could understand this thing. “Sec,” she 

repeated, “it’s like thish ” and her eyes wandered so, groping like 

the hands of one newly blinded, that Gertie took upon her soul the 
sin of looking at a naked woman. She stepped in front of Sophronie 
and looked at her, trying to pull the wandering glance to herseh. 
An>wvay, the Bible, she thought, hadn’t been thinking abefut niiked- 
ness like Sophronic’s. Solomon would never sing of such. 

Sophronie held to the table and swayed only a little as her eyes 
struggled to meet Gertie’s glance. “Recken I’ll fall on the merry-go- 
round? If a body fell jist right, they’d punch out their eyes — but I 
missed.” She made an unsteady motion towards a band of sticky 
tape on her forehead. “Missed,” she said, and started walking again, 
squeezing herself between table and wall. 
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“Why’nt you lay down an rest fer a few minutes?” Gertie said. 

Sophronie took another unsteady step. “I dasn’t. My relief ain’t 
come. You know a body cain’t leave the merry-go-round er a moven 
line.” 

“But yer relief’s here,” Gertie said, and pushed Mrs. Anderson up 
to the table. “It’s here — th relief,” she repeated, and hesitantly put 
her hand on Sophronie’s naked shoulder. “Come on, git over that 
dizziness so you can go back to work.” 

Sophronie stood leaning on Gertie. Her great red, claw-like hands 
with their calloused palms and bandaged lingers dangled by the puny 
grey-white body. “I didn’t fall,” she said, smiling, proud, “but I’d 
better lay down.” She sagged completely into Gertie’s arms, still 
smiling, proud as she mumbled, “I never fell.” 

Gertie laid her on the sofa, but she roused and looked wildly about 
her. “Where's Wheateye? 1 wantcha tu see her hair.” 

“1 seed it,” Gertie said, “ft’s real pretty.” 

“I done it myself. 1 ain’t hardly got time to be a real mother to my 
youngens no more.” 

She was sleeping when Homer came tiptoeing up the steps and 
creaking through the kitchen door, peering in like a timid thief. 
“You can come in now,” Mrs. Anderson said. “Mrs. Nevels got her 
to lie down and go to sleep. And she,” with a cold emphasis on the 
‘she’, “doesn’t have at most more than an AB in psychology.” 

“There’s no discounting practical experience,” Homer said, and 
after telling Sophronie's children, clustering on the doorstep, to go 
back home and be good, he went on into the living-room. He 
stopped by the heating-stove and, with the note-taking look in his 
eyes, he studied Sophronie as she lay, covered now, on the living- 
room sofa. He turned to Mrs. Anderson and reminded her that it 
was past time for them to be going. Mrs. Anderson reminded him 
.they had no baby-sitter. Then both turned to Gertie, though it was 
Homer who* did the talking. “And w'e pay iifty cents an hour, 
just for 'sitting, no work at all,” he said, after a rather lengthy 
explanation of why they just had to go because they couldn’t be rude 
and refuse a business associate. 

“A boss, you mean,” Mrs. Anderson corrected, and smiled at 
Homer as she continued, “It would be seventy-live cents for a grown 
woman — a dollar an hour after midnight.” 

“Oh,” Homer said, and looked at Mrs. Anderson as if he would 
like to have a word alone with her, but he only cleared his throat. 
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“Seventy-five cents,” Mrs. Anderson repeated. “There’ll be almost 
nothing to do but give Georgie his supper and Judy her bottle — it’s all 
fi^ed — when she wakes. They should both be asleep again by eight.” 

When they had gone, Gertie was at first more afraid of Georgie 
than of Sophronie. But Georgie, in turn, seemed afraid of her and 
gave surprisingly little trouble. He even stood by the door as she 
directed while she ran home long enough to get a piece of whittling 
and tell Clytie to set supper — turkey again, but maybe some of it 
would be good this time. 

Both Georgie and the baby went to sleep before nine o’clock, and 
Gertie took out her knife and whittling wood. Back in her own 
kitchen she had reached for the cross that would, if it be made right, 
bring in a good bit of money. Her hand had touched it on the kitchen 
shelf, but after a headshake of disgust she had turned away. If she 
couldn’t have the block of wood for Christmas, she would, she had 
suddenly decided, give herself the pleasure of a chickadee for Maggie 
to go w'ith the St. Francis, finished now. She began working on a 
little chunk of maple saved from the scrap-wood kindling. 

The chickadee’s belly was roughly rounded out, and a tail feather 
rising, when there came a knocking, gentle, as if the knocker knew 
that behind the door there were babies and a drunken woman asleep. 
It was Mrs. Daly in her good church-going clothes, but snowy-damp 
and rumpled as if from much walking about in the snow. Slic looked 
as if she had been crying, and her voice lacked the gay ring of the 
morning when she said, nodding towards the sofa where Sophronie 
lay, “Christopher told me. Her kids is all right. Anyt’ing I can do?” 

Gertie shook her head. “I figger,” she said, “that when her own 
youngens is good an sound asleep I’ll carry her home. I’hat is, if her 
man ain’t back by then.” 

“He’ll set around up atta bowling alley or somewhercs till time tu 
go tu work,” Mrs. Daly said. 

“I hope,” Gertie said, remembering his endless bottle?, of beer, “he 
ain’t oif somewheres down an with nobody by him.” 

“Not him — Whit ain’t like some,” Mrs. Daly said. “He can take 
care a hissef.” She was still a moment, sighing, looking towards the 
living-room where Sophronie lay. “I come,” she said at last, “to 
borrow Miz Anderson’s electric heater. I know she’s got one. I 
borrowed it last time Max set Maggie’s hair. If yu don’t mind I’ll 
look inu bathroom where she keeps it.” 

She was back in a moment with the heater, but stopped long 
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enough to explain, “When I got home anu kids told me, I went over 
dere. Wheateye wasn’t gone tu bed fer cryen. She was before da 
looking-glass looking at her hair. ‘It was cake colourings,’ she says. 
‘Momma couldn’t see, an it won’t never come out.’ I went to work. 
1 used everting — Oxydol, yellow soap, shampoo soap, denna took 
Roman Cleanser. It’s like silver now, but she’s wentu sleep, pore 
t’ing, anu head wet, anu fire out. I couldn’t build upu big fire on 
accountu 1 gotta go out pretty soon. Yu kids, dey didn’t see?’’ she 
asked. 

“Nobody, I don’t reckon, ’’ Gertie said, “but that Miz Bommarita 
an me an th Andersons and your’n.’’ 

Mrs. Daly nodded like one relieved. “Them, I imagine, will all 
keep shut. I told mine to keep shut. Anu cake colourings is outa du 
kid’s hair. She’ll never know. No use pushing it in Sophronie’s face. 
It don’t do urn no good. If,” she went on, reluctant to speak, but 
lonesome in her trouble, “feeling bad would make um quit, our 
father, he’d be home this night.” 

Something about her voice and the way she looked going down 
the steps into the dark alley made Gertie think of Cassie, afraid 
of school but going on in spite of the fear. She wished she could 
think of something to say, and in a moment old Solomon did come 
to her help, “ ‘Give strong drink unto him that is ready to perish, 
and wine unto those that be of heavy hearts. Let him drink and forget 
his poverty, and remember his misery no more.’ ” 

Mrs. Daly stopped on the bottom step to listen, then nodded. 
“Ain’t it u truth,” she said. 

Some time around midnight there was another knocking. It was 
Max with ajar of cold cream and a nightgown. “Mrs. Daly told me 
she was out like a light, so 1 thought I’d clean her up good so's she 
won’t hafla see drunk make-up when she comes to.” She yawned; the 
blue rings that had been under her eyes in the morning were bluer 
now. 

Gertie Vlnspered over the limber Sophronie, “Couldn't I do it? 
You need yer sleep.” 

“I’m okay,” Max said. “1 ain't sleepy. 1 forgot my cafTcine 
pills. None a th girls had none. I've drunk so much cofl'ee it’s 
made me logy.” Then, gently, as over a sick baby, she began 
cleaning the worst of the make-up oil' Sophronic's face. Tinished, 
she stayed with the children during the few minutes it took Gertie to 
carry Sophronie home and put her to bed. 
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The Meanwell unit, exactly like Gertie’s except that there was one 
bedroom less, was even more cluttered than her own with the 
celebration of the birthday of Christ. Empty beer and whisky bottles 
were mixed in with the broken and twisted ribbons and Christmas 
wrapping-paper with its pictures of angels and candles and Santa 
Claus crumpled and torn into nightmarisli little images. She saw a 
Santa Claus without his head, reindeer without feet, and wingless 
angels. The new doll buggy, snow-soaked and battered, cluttered the 
passway to Sophronie’s bedroom. 

Gertie put her to bed, then went to the other bedroom to look at 
the boys, sleeping together in the full glare of the unshaded bulb 
above them, their faces smeared with alley dirt and candy, and 
streaked as if from tears. Wheateye slept in a baby bed in the same 
room with the single bed that held the boys. The child’s face was 
clean, but now and then she gave a kind of sobbing breath and her 
eyelids were swollen and red. Her hair lay silver white and almost 
•dry across the pillow, moving gently in the warm air from the heater, 
which careful Mrs. Daly had put a safe distance from the bed. 

She went last to the living-room, where most of the space was taken 
up by a Christmas tree larger than their own. There was a strong 
smell of scorched paint, for Sophronie, like Clytic, had sprayed the 
tree with store-bought snow; and the red and green and orange lights 
still burned, unwinking as the red lights by the railroad tracks when a 
train had stopped. 

Gertie pulled the cord and the lights went out. Another pull, and a 
newscaster telling of bombers dropping death on the enemy was still. 
As she walked across the alley, she saw Mrs. Daly silhouetted in her 
doorway. She stopped when the little woman called to her, her voice 
thin and lonely-sounding among the lipped-over irasii cans and across 
the dirty snow, “Dey okay ?” 

“Fine, everthing’s jist line. I don’t sec how you cleaned that hair.” 

“Twas harder ona kid den me. She got Roman Cleanser in her 
eyes — pore t’ing.” Then, after asking Gertie if she would turn off the 
heater and lock the door on the children when siic went home from 
the Andersens’, she turned back into her doorway after a last long 
look down the alley. 

Not long after, when Gertie had almost finished the chickadee’s 
tail, she heard the Daly door open and shut, and then Mrs. Daly’s 
feet down the steps and crunching away through the snow. The door 
did not open again. 
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She must have drowsed over the chickadee, for Mrs. Anderson 
was saying in a low, breathless voice, as if she had been running. 
“You forgot to lock the door,” then asking, “Is everything all 
right? 

“Fine,” Gertie said. “They’ve slept like fresh-fed lambs.’ Georgie 
was good. I sung him to sleep.” 

“Homer’s studies indicate that rocking or singing a child to sleep 
is bad, very bad,” Mrs. Anderson said, kicking off her shoes, then 
shaking their snow into the sink. 

“What’s bad?” Homer asked, opening the storm door. 

“The weather,” Mrs. Anderson said. 

Homer glanced at her shoes. “I’d have driven you to our walk 
instead of stopping at the parking place if you’d told me you’d worn 
your good suMe slices without rubbers. Snow ruins suede,” he said, 
bending to appraise the damage. 

“So does old age,” Mrs. Anderson said, looking towards the un- 
lighted living-room. “How’s Sophronie?” 

“1 took her home,” Gertie said. 

“Lucky, lucky woman,” Mrs. Anderson said. “I thought of her all 
evening — with envy — peacefully sleeping, unconscious of the fact 
that two thousand years ago, in Bethlehem of Judaea, Christ was 
born. ‘Blessed are the meek: for they shall inherit the earth.’ That is 
so true — so true. One, in order to inherit, must first die. ‘Blessed are 
they which do hunger and thirst after righteousness; for they shall be 

filled.’ For in truth we are all brothers in Christ But I’d better 

not say that. It’s communist, don’t you think? We all drink from the 
same cup Dear me, that’s worse yet.” 

She had, alter much groping, found the string for the living-room 
light. She jerked it on but continued to stand, her hand lifted to the 
string, her face upturned as it had been when she looked for the light 
in the dark. “Homer, do you think it’s possible that Joseph Daly in 
our alley anckMr. Turbi in Grosse Pointe could have drunk from the 
same ciijr? Mr. Turbi is one of Homer’s bosses,’’ she explained to 
Gertie, still looking at the light. “And he is in trouble — very great 
trouble. A Jew has moved into his neighbourhood, only six doors 
away.” 

She gave a shiver, turned away from the light. “Isn’t it horrible? 
He is certain other Jews will move into the neighbourhood. Oh, I 
wept for Mr. Turbi. The pity of it, to work so hard and be just a 
little man in a little house, then Providence — no, it was God — I’m 
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sure it was God. No, it would have to be Christ, the Prince of Peace. 
Jews believe in God, and Mr. Turbi wants nothing Jewish, but Christ 
was born to a Jewish mother. Dear God, whatever will Mr. Turbi 
do? Make his own Christ in his own image. Isn’t that what we all 
do? Here, Mr. Turbi’s Christ, the Prince of Peace, the decon- 
taminated one, sent a war just for Mr. Turbi’s benefit. He got to be a 
big man in a big company in a big house in Grosse Pointe. The nasty 
war kept him from buying a new house, but everything in it is new. 
Sophronie w'ould love it. All new, new, new. The early-American 
antiques in the living-room are so new, everything a new tombstone 
for the old Mr. Turbi — the poor part — and a Jew has dared, actually 
dared, move into a house only six doors away.” 

She flung her hands wide and looked at Homer staring at her from 
the doorway. “Oli, Homer, darling,” and she smiled the strange 
smile that, it seemed to Gertie, came only when the woman wanted 
to cry, “isn’t it terrible — the pity of it, poor, poor Mr. Turbi!” She 
turned back to Gertie, who stood trapped between Homer and the 
stove, holding her coat. “And Mrs. Nevcls, do you know about the 
Reds? They’re taking over. The unions. Mrs. Nevels, they’re red, 
red, crimson like Christ’s blood on Calvary we used to sing about in 
church. Did you know that some unions insist on treating coons like 
white men? Ugh.” 

“Lena — darling. Please.” 

She held up her hand, gave a slight giggle. “Homer, darling, some 
day when you say ‘Lena’ that way you’ll forget the ‘darling’ entirely. 
But maybe that time won’t come until you start taking notes on me. 
You listened so respectfully while Mr. Turbi discounsed on baseball, 
but all the same you are suspect. You did not know the batting 
average of Loy McGafferty. One shows ignorance only of lesser men 
like — Gandhi. They hadn’t a book in the house.” 

“Lena, you’ve had a cocktail or two too many. The Turbis hav^ a 
library.” 

“A room done in books, you mean,” Mrs. Anderson said. She 
looked aggrieved. “Homer, darling, your psychology isn’t working 
today. Did you take it off and put your Christmas spirit on?” She 
stretched her arms, yawning. “Oh, Lord, I want to be home. 1 know 
you’re right. It isn’t good for children to be separated from their 
fathers, but couldn’t I go back and stay on the farm with Mom 
until ” She saw that Homer wasn’t listening. 

He was staring absent-mindedly at his desk, his fingers working 
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through the parting in his sparsing hair. “I wonder what she or Turbi 
was? Italian? Jewish? I can’t decide, for I must admit they are quite 
nicely smoothed over. If there were statistics available, one could 
write a most penetrating sociological study of Detroit’s upper 
industrial class — its origins and its tastes.” 

“But you seemed to lind their tastes so interesting. I mean, not 
just as thesis material,” Mrs. Anderson said, her voice lonesome- 
sounding. 

“I am a man of many interests, my dear. And in bu.siness, you must 
remember, one has to make a few concessions.” He turned abruptly 
to Gertie, for he had never noticed that she couldn’t go home until he 
moved out of the passway. “Speaking of business,” he said, smiling 
as if he handed her a fortune, “I have some for you. Your wood- 
carving on my desk was noticed even by Mr. Turbi. Mrs. Turbi 
wondered tonight if you couldn’t make some dolls, something 
unusual that one couldn’t find in a store. She wants them — they must 
be different, of course — for the doll collections of two little girls; 
daughters of business associates, you know. Rather smallish, but 
nicely featured, and jointed at knees, elbows, and waist, and — Lena, 
did she say ‘jointed at the head’?” 

“She forgot that, but she didn’t forget to say to try to get them for 
two dollars each, l ive isn’t enough for so much work,” Mrs. 
Anderson said, looking at Gertie. “Don’t do it for less.” 

“Three ud mebbe be about right,” Gertie said, yawning, moving 
towards the door, for Homer, taking off' his overcoat now', had at last 
moved. 

“Perhaps if they’re w'alnut or some good wood and . . .” Homer’s 
voice had grow'n more and more absent-minded, and at last stopped 
altogether as he considered his overcoat held in one hand for hanging. 
His speculative and slightly displeased glance went from the overcoat 
to the cuff of the dark blue suit he wore. “You know, dear, we have 
to begin to think about gelling some clothing. This suit ” 

“It’s pfactically new,” Mrs. Anderson interrupted in surprise. 

“Oh, it’s new enough,” Homer said, his voice displeased as his 
glance, “but — vvcll, a dark business suit just won’t do for every 
occasion; for ciisual wear everybody wears slacks and jackets. Mr. 
Turbi’s clo.sets arc full of ” 

As she escaped through the kitchen, Gertie heard Mrs. Anderson’s 
lonesome-sounding cry, “Everybody ? Is Mr. Turbi then everybody 
— for us?” 
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CHAPTER TWENTY 

Early one Saturday morning during Christmas vacation, just as 
Clovis got in from work, a worried Sophronie came knocking. Her 
eyes were cold with fright above the rouge and lipstick as slie asked if 
Gertie could watch Whcatcye while she went with Whit to take the 
boys to the doctor, for it was their tonsil-taking-out day. 

“Sure,” Gertie said, and ofl'ered to give Whcateyc supper as well as 
lunch if Whit wanted to stay at the hospital late after Sophronie went 
to work. 

Sophronie shook her head, and looked more frightened still. 
“That doc — Edwards is his name — said they didn’t need to go to no 
hospital.” She took a quick putf of cigarette smoke, and in her 
agitation swallowed it, then coughed long and hard into her closed 
fist. “I tried to tell him about onct — it was when we had that place 
uv our own in Dearborn before Whit got laid ofT— they was a neigh- 
bour woman, she lived right acrost th street. Her little boy had his 
tonsils out, and she brung him home jist like I’m bringen mine. 
Nothen atall, her doctor said, jist like mine. I seed her little boy when 
she brung him home. He got stiller and stiller and whiter an whiter, 
but they wasn’t no blood a body could sec. Fin'ly he looked so still 
an kinda blue she went off to telephone. He quit breathen, they said, 
while she was a-tryen to git th doctor on th phone. He’d bled to 
death and swallcrcd th blood.” She shivered. “I wanted mine in th 
hospital, but that doc w'ouldn’t do it.” 

“Maybe,” Gertie said, hunting words of reassurance, “your 
youngens seems so good an strong he's a-tryen to save you money by 
not putten cm in a hospital.” 

“That’s what hurts,” Sophronie said. “We got hospitalisation. 
Had it ever since Gilbert got knocked down by a car an they wouldn’t 
let us bring him home till we paid up. He’d broke one bone in his 
leg an hadda stay three weeks. We hadda git more on the itiortgagc, 
quick. But now th hospital could keep all th youngens one cr two 
nights apiece, an they’d be safe if they started bleeden an — oh, 
Lordy!” Her hand shook so her cigarette hit her cheek. “.A.n now it 
wouldn’t cost us a cent.” 

Whit, still in his work clothes, had just opened the storm door, and 
now he smiled, his eyes sparkling up in his grimy face. “An then that 
Doc Edwards couldn’t git a mink coat fer his missus out a what he 
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makes off a three tonsils and splitten two nights’ hospitalisation 
apiece with th hospital. They’ll send a big bill to th insurance 
company an collect an then split.” 

Gertie had hardly got Clovis fed and to bed and the kitchen straight 
when she saw that the battered Meanwcll car was back. She saw 
Whit go alone up the walk in a kind of staggering run, as if drunk. 
She hurried out to help, and Sophronie, pale but no longer shaking, 
explained that the overpowering fumes of ether in the closed car had 
made Whit sick to his stomach. Gertie carried in both boys, squinch- 
ing her eyes a little against the dripping blood, the strong smell of 
ether, the vomit-spewing, blue-lipped mouths. 

Sophronie turned a shade whiter each time one spat blood, and if 
either lay still an instant she was bending over him, listening to the 
heartbeat, and holding her own breath, the better to hear his breath- 
ing. However, they seemed gradually to improve, and breathed more 
slowly and spat less blood, though when time came for Sophronie to 
go away to work, she lingered with them too long, and then had to, 
run, looking over her shoulder, entreating Gertie, “You’ll watch em 
good, now, won’tcha?” 

Whit had drunk two bottles of beer to settle his stomach, and gone 
to bed. He had not slept since coming off his shift, and must, like 
Clovis, leave again for work before midnight, so that it was Gertie 
who stayed through the afternoon and tended the boys. Clovis came 
to sec how she was making out, and then with Clytie and Cassie went 
to the big store for the weekly load of staple groceries. 

When he had gone, Gertie wished she had told him to round up all 
the children and take them. Siie had been too busy with Claude Jean 
and Gilbert to watch her own boys. She had hardly seen Enoch since 
breakfast, and now Amos was out of sight, and where was Reuben? 
The snow and the pale sunshine had tempted even him outside; 
though there was in him no meanness and he’d never been one to 
pick a quantl, his bigness and his silence, with that seeming-sullen 
way of hfli, made it harder for him to take care of himself in the alley 
than for Enoch. 

Max ran in with a package of pink ice-cream for the Meanwells, 
but hadn’t seen anything of Gertie’s boys. She was on her way to 
work and hurrying, so that Gertie didn’t ask her to stay with the sick 
children a moment while she hunted. Not long after, Maggie Daly 
came, but she hadn’t seen the boys, she said. She asked about Gilbert 
and Claude Jean, then held out a little board with holes. “Buy a 
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chance on this beautiful rayon taffeta bedspread. It costs forty 
dollars, and yucan perhaps get it almost for free, onie one dime. Yu 
can’t lose. Your dime will help u good sisters build up our liberry.” 

Gertie’s mouth went thin and straight, but still she took a dime 
from her pocket. Maggie was writing her name on the little slip that 
came off when she punched the hole Gertie had picked, when Mrs. 
Anderson came. She had a white shirt on one arm, the baby on the 
other, and her face was steamy red and weary. She asked about the 
‘tonsilectomies’, but hardly listened to Gertie’s reply. She kept 
shaking her head and declaring that Soplironie should have managed 
somehow to get money to keep the children at least one night in a 
hospital. But before she could wait for Gertie’s explanation, she 
remembered her owm troubles. She held up the shirt, and begged, 
“Oh, Mrs. Nevels, do you know how to get a scorched spot off a shirt 
front? Oh, if he’d only wear coloured shirts like he used to.” Gertie 
thought she was going to cry as she looked at the sliirt, a beautiful 
thing of fine white cotton cloth. “And right in the front it had to be. 

“His bosses wear white shirts,” she went on, getting still more 
angry, “and so he feels he should. I can’t sec the sense of it — and 1 
have to do up the things.” 

Maggie, finished with Gertie’s punch, looked up in wonder. “But 
he’s gotta butter his bosses a little, don’tcha know? Yu oughta be 
glad he don’t hafta get drunk with ein. Pop knows a cop that drunk 
his way up to a sergeant’s place, but he knowed plenty dirt onu 
inspector, and that helped him.” .She bent to study the spot. “Try 
Roman Cleanser. If it don’t come olT right away, soak it. Yu got 
any?” 

Mrs. Anderson shook her head. “.My husband is allergic to 
bleaches.” 

Maggie was already going through the door. “He won’t be allergic 
if he don’t know about it.” She called over her shoulder, “Yu wanta 
beautiful bedspread?” 

Mrs. Anderson sighed, looked at the punchboard with disgust, 
but at last picked it up. She punched four holes with sharp, vicious 
jabs. “I hate this,” she burst out, “but wor.se than anything 1 hate 
and detest doing Homer’s shirts. Back home we always had a hired 
girl. The laundering of shirts, alas, was not included in my education. 
But Homer thinks I should do the laundry. I suppose what he says is 
true. Many women who.se husbands arc in even higher income 
brackets than he is do the laundry, but if 1 could find a laundress. 
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just for these cursed shirts, who could — well, why don’t I say it? Slip 
it over on him.” 

Gertie sat silent, aware of her expectant waiting. She had never 

taken in washing. Clovis wouldn’t like it. But a dollar was She 

heard Maggie’s feet on the steps, and nodded. 

The company was hardly gone before first Gilbert and then Claude 
Jean started vomiting again. She was so busy for the next half-hour 
that she had no time to worry over her own in the alley. Claude 
Jean, quivering with nausea, was leaning over the bed, blood 
dribbling down his chin, when his glance swept past the window that 
opened on the alley. His eyes, dulled with pain and nausea, were 
suddenly fixed, like the eyes of one dying, Gertie thouglit with fright. 
However, he managed to rise on his elbow, crane his head, and 
gargle, “S'figlit.” 

Satisfied that the child was in no immediate danger, Gertie turned 
and looked through the window. She saw one of the bigger Dalys, 
bloody-faced, bare-headed, and with a torn coat, dashing for his 
door. He was followed at once by three of his younger brothers. Not 
far behind them came a snow-suited figure surrounded by a crowd of 
children. The boy came on with a sober high-stepping gait, like a 
woman in her finery walking slowly on her way to church so as to 
deprive no neighbour of the privilege of seeing her. It was Enoch, 
Gertie realised. She soon saw Amos, one in a swarm of little 
children, all looking up at Enoch as if he were God. Wheateye was 
racing for the coal-house, and Cassie's friend, with Mable in his 
arms, came on more slowly. 

The Daly door was Hung open and the bigger Dalys dashed back 
into the alley. The smaller ones, just getting home, turned and 
jumped on their coal-house. There they began hurling epithets 
towards Wheateye, now jumpihg up and down and screaming on her 
coal-shed roof. 

Then, his head rising above the swarming children, Gertie saw 
Reuben tilrn into the alley. There was blood dribbling down the side 
of his face; but from the way his shoulders humped and his hands 
twisted and clenched by his side, and the set look of his jaws, she 
knew the hurt inside him was worse than that on his head. The Daly 
door, as if wailing Just for him, flew open as he came opposite it. A 
chunky man in suit clotlies rushed down tlie walk, shaking his fist. 
His heavy jaw was out-thrust, and he looked as if he had but one 
thought, and that to kill Reuben. 
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Gertie glanced once at the Meanwell boys to make certain they 
were all right, then hurried to the kitchen door. She was jerking it 
open when Whit, who seemed to have been watching through the 
glass, said, “Now don’t be a-runnen out. He won’t hurt th kid,” he 
reassured her as she pushed open the storm door. “He’s too smart fer 
that.” 

Gertie stopped when she had her head around the door enough to 
see Reuben and hear Mr. Daly’s loud command of, “Hey, youse, 
wait a minute!” Reuben only eame on at a faster pace. This forced 
Mr. Daly to run in order to get in front of him. When he did manage 
to stop the boy near the end of the Meanwell walk, almost in front of 
Gertie, he yelled, “Stop, youse hillbilly. Wotta yu mean beating up 
on a little kid half yu size? I oughta sec to ut that youse is put in u 
can fudu rest a yu life.” 

Reuben stepped back from the waving list. His eyes blazed, and 
anger bleached his face. His voice was a choked mumble. “I never 
hit yer youngens.” 

“Yu know yu did, yu lying hillbilly bastard.” Mr. Daly's anger 
seemed suddenly to leave him. He smiled, and thcie were dimples in 
his smoothly-shaven checks, going in and out like Maggie’s. “Youse is 
in Detroit now, mu boy. We’ve got law an order fudu likes a youse. 
Yu come up here an fudu first time in >u life you gitcha bellies full 
and shoes on yu feet, and it goes tiiyii head.” Conscious of the 
watching alley, he made a grotesque and exaggerated motion of 
looking at Reuben's feet. He bent fur over, shook his head in dis- 
belief. “So help me, yu’vc got shoes. How does ul feel lu have shoes 
on dem tough feet?” 

A child’s laugh rose shrilly from the ever thickening crowd of 
listeners. Mr. Daly’s blue eyes, so much like Maggie’s, sparkled still 
more brightly when the laughter swelled into a mighty burst of 
whooping as a snowball, flung by someone in the crowd, landed with 
a splattering plop by Gertie’s feet. Fragments of its dirty he.irt 
spotted her clean starched apron, but she, on her stoop now, did not 
look down at it. The cracking sound from the agonised pulling of her 
twisting fingers was unnoticed in the uproar, like Whit’s hissing 
whisper behind her, “Don’t go a-mixen in it, now. Keep shut. He’ll 
call th cops.” 

Reuben looked up, saw her, and started up the Meanwell walk. 
Mr. Daly sprang in front of him, and stood, his out-thrust stomach 
almost touching Reuben. Reuben stopped, and looked beseechingly 



275 


at his mother. The crowd pressed close around him. The Daly boys 
were nearest, their bloody heads objects of observations, many 
delighted: “Boy, dey fixed um.” Others were disgusted: “Babies 
crappen onu old man thataway”; and not a few were aggrieved: 
“Wotta’s that big kid think he is, taken all u credit? It was a free-fer- 
all. He didn’t do nutten.’’ 

More children, and even adults, came running, drawn from distant 
alleys by catcalls and cries of, “Dey’s gonna be a real light”; “I’ll bet 
her could lick um.” Word must have gone out that a little Daly girl 
had been beaten up by hillbilly boys and carried off to the hospital, 
for two boys came running around Max’s end of the alley, screaming, 
“Didu cops git um? Where's u ambulance? Is her bad hurt? Show 
me du blood. Lemmc scedu blood.” 

Wheateyejumpedupand down on the coal-shed roof and screamed, 
“Maggie Daly is a liar. She told her father she was dead. They ain’t 
no other Daly girl. Maggie Daly told her father she was dead. Liar, 
liar, yellow bastard bitch!” 

Mr. Daly, smiling ever more broadly as the crowd thickened, con- 
tinued to stand in front of Reuben. Gertie moved to the edge of the 
stoop, though Whit’s warning whisper was shrill behind her. She 
stopped again and twisted her sweat-slippery hands. It would be 
easier to stand and see him beaten. He wouldn’t look at her the way 

he looked now'. She could lling that llabby-bcllicd She saw 

Reuben’s right fist shove hard into his jacket pocket, then the ripple 
of the cloth as the hand opened She sprang down the steps, and in 
two strides had reached Reuben, just as he stepped aw'ay from Mr. 
Daly, and stood, his eyes fixed on the man's chest, on the left side 
about where the overall buckle would be, had he worn overalls. It 
was like the game of mumblety-peg Henley had taught him. She had 
played it, too. You stood, your eyes on the target, opening the knife 
with one hand in your pocket; and at the word ‘Go’, the knife came 
out in a hard swift whirl that carried the point deep into the target. 

She caftght his wrist just as it jerked upwards. “Reuben!” Her 
insistent, agonised cry rang out until even Mrs. Bommarita, w'ho had 
been watching behind her storm door, came on to her stoop. Mr. 
Anderson, half-in, half-out of his storm door, looked up from the pad 
and pencil in his hands. Gertie saw them, because she had suddenly 
remembered that she mustn’t let her glance go again to Reuben’s 
hand in his pocket. Only a city fool wouldn’t know he was opening a 
knife. Up here there was a law against carrying knives. They might 
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put him in jail for years, just for the carrying. Reuben struggled to 
get his hand out of his pocket. She held it down, and fought now 
with her eyes to make him look at her. But he’d only look at the 
smiling Mr. Daly, his own jaws set, his cheeks white over the clenched 
muscles. 

Reuben might hate her for ever for this, but it was better than jail — 
and maybe a dead Mr. Daly. “Git in th house, son,” she said, and 
with one hand on his wrist, the other on his shoulder, she dragged 
him up the walk and over the steps. He struggled, his heels ploughing 
through the snow shovellings, his blazing anger now for her instead 
of Mr. Daly, whose belly rippled with laughter. 

Somewhere a child exclaimed, “Golly, her’s strong.” It didn’t 
matter what they said, for Whit, understanding at last, was opening 
the storm door. His voice was still a whispering, but worried now. 

“Git in, boy,” he said, and grabbed Reuben’s shoulder. 

Reuben struggled against the hands trying to get him through the 
door, until Gertie caused another burst of laughter by picking him up 
bodily and shoving him across the threshold. He turned then and 
screamed at Mr. Daly, his voice shrill and broken, unlike his own, “I 
didn’t tetch a one a yer youngens. They tried to gang up on my 
brother an some more little youngens. I tuck a rock away ” 

Whit and Gertie together had managed to close the door, but 
Gertie was still outside. She looked once at Mr. Daly, licked her lips, 
her palms rubbing on her apron. She remembered Whit’s advice, and 
reached for the door-knob. A sigh of disappointment went up from 
the alley, then Mr. Daly, by her bottom step now, was saying loudly, 
“Listen, yu overgrown hillbilly; yu kid's lyen. He did too beat up on 
mu little kid. My kids don’t lie — sec.” 

Gertie's hand dropped from the door, and she turned and looked at 
him. “Th very first mornen mine went to school, yer youngen ” 

“Huh? Youngen, whatcha mean ‘youngen’? In Detroit youse gotta 
learn to speak English, yu big nigger-lovcn communist hillbilly. Yu 
gotta behave. I, Joseph Daly, will see to ut yu do. I’m a dacent, 
respectable, religious, good American. See?” Gertie opened her 
mouth, but shut it as he went on, laughing a little, one car cocked for 
the audience behind him, “Detroit was a good town till da hillbillies 
come. An den Detroit went tu hell.” 

Somewhere dov/n the alley a voice cried, “Oh yeah?” 

Mr. Daly gave it no heed. He came on to the bottom step, and 
looked up at Gertie, shaking his fist to emphasise his words, “If one a 
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youse touches one a mine, I’ll have youse all inu clink, see. Du cops 
listen tu Joseph Daly, see. I letcha git by wit too much awready.” 
He straightened his shoulders, attempted to make his chest stick out 
farther than his stomach, failed, but continued in his injured-good- 
citizen tone, “An why for because didjas beat up mu wife, a great big 
overgrown hillbilly like youse on a little woman like mu wife? Why, 
because she barred da evil doctrine a communism from her door — yu 
call yuself a Christian, 1 prasume.” 

Gertie gave a slow headshake. “1 recken I try tu be, but,” she went 
on in a low, choked voice, “whether I’m a Christian or not is some- 
thin’ fer God to decide, not me.” 

“So yu don’t know, huh.” He laughed again, and the alley 
laughed with him. 

The laugliter somehow loosened her tongue. “1 didn’t hit yer wife. 

I kept her frum hurten a woman she’d already haf blinded. Th 
woman was jist tryen to spread some kind a religion, an th Con- 
stitution says, ‘Congress shall make no ’ ” 

“Communist,” he was screaming, waving his fist, and for an instant 
so choked with wrath he could not go on. “Yu communists allatime 
yu gotta spout u Constitution. Don'tcha know they's a war? Oh, if 
u good Father Moneyhan could be President. He’d settle u likes a 
youse. Yu an yu Constitition, yu commies an heathen hill ” 

A soft but dirty snowball splattered the side of his faee. He whirled 
towards Sophronie's coal-house, now covered with children, includ- 
ing Amos, Enoch, and Whcateyc. “Who true dat?” he cried, his 
grandstand manners lost in fury. 

Whcateyc screamed, “I done it, Mr. Daly. I done it. I’m sorry. 
S’it agin u law to throw snowballs? 1 didn’t mean to hitcha.” 

“She’s jist a little girl an cain’t throw straight,” Enoch said. 

Daly strode towards the coal-shed. “Yu true dat, yu little liar.” 

“Oh yeah?” Enoch said. 

“Yu need whatcha mudder needs an yu ” 

Anothfcr snowball caught him on the ear. Gertie, sensing rather 
than hearing movement below the stoop, glanced down and saw 
Cassie’s friend by the house wall. He was just bending to pick up his 
little sister Mablc. He looked up at Gertie and smiled. “Don’t mind 
that great big liar, lady,” and Gertie saw the black snowball in his 
down-hanging right hand. He shoved it quickly behind Mable so 
that when Mr. Daly sent a suspicious glance in his direction he saw 
nothing but a boy minding a baby. 
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Mr. Daly whirled to face the alley when Wheateye began to 
scream, “It was a little girl, Joseph Daly, another little girl like me; a 
little bitsy girl in a red dress, run, run Lookit, th cops. Lookit!” 

Wheateye was already racing down the alley towards the Japanese 
unit, past Mr. Daly’s door. Other children had seen the scout car 
even before Wheateye, and all were running now or leaping from coal- 
houses and trash cans. Whcateyc’s cry had risen to a chorus, happy 
and excited, “Da cops ! Da cops is come. Dcy’re gonna take um to 
jail.” Gertie saw the black scout car coming slowly up the big alley 
that ran at right angles to her own. But she continued to stand, her 
back against the door. 

“My wife’s called du cops,” Mr. Daly said. But his voice was 
uncertain as he added, moving towards the car but looking over his 
shoulder, “Yu’ll git a ride.” 

Gertie pinched pleats in her apron and stared over the heads of the 
running children. The car stopped, a window was rolled down, and 
one of two burly men in uniform questioned the children. His voice 
was too low to carry through the tumult, but at once she saw heads 
nodding, and fingers pointing, seemed like in her direction. “Jf it's 
me they’re a-hunten, tell em I’m right here,” she said in a low, 
trembling voice. 

But there was nobody left around her stoop to hear, except 
Cassie’s friend, who comforted, “Them cops ain't fu you, lady. Cops 
don’t gitcha fu little ole quarrels.” He came on to the stoop and 
stood on tiptoe beside Gertie and tried to see the scout car, entirely 
surrounded by children. Mable was heavy, and he sank back on his 
heels when the car, instead of turning into the little alley, went on up 
the big one. “See, they wasn’t fu you.” But he was almost at once 
worried again, and stood on tiptoe, and tried again to see the 
disappearing car, a troubled wrinkle in his forehead as he said, “Who 
they after, I wonder.” He turned to Gertie. “Yu sure they wasn’t no 
priest an no Red Cross in that car? Pop, we figgcr from his letters, is 
right inu middle a them Jap islands.” 

“They wasn’t no priest an no Red Cross. Your pop’ll be all right,” 
Gertie said, and though she was not much given to caresses she 
smoothed his hair, then straightened Mable’s hood that had slid 
over one eye. “Yer pop, he’ll be a-comen home one a these days 


Cassie’s friend never heard her. A swarm of children, Enoch 
among them, was running past towards the alley by the railroad 
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fence. The boy cried, “Whatsa matter? What is ut? Where yu 
going?” 

,No one answered his frantic questions until Mike Turbovitch, 
lagging so far behind he’d lost hope of getting a grandstand spot on a 
coal-shed roof where he might see an arrest or even a fight with a cop, 
stopped. “Them cops is crazy. It ain’t u reg’lar patrol an dey don’t 
know'du project. Lookit, they’ve went all u way around, stid a going 
up u alley by du tracks to git tu 1 541 1 Merry Hill.” 

“That’s me,” Cassie’s friend cried, springing down the steps. He 
glanced once over his shoulder at Gertie. “Yu sure dey wasn’t no 

priest an no ” Panic choked him, and he ran, Mable bouncing on 

his hip. 

Gertie, still thinking of Reuben, had a moment’s wish that she had 
held Mable while the boy ran to see what the cops wanted at his 
number. Nothing much, she guessed; police, she’d learned, came for 
all kinds of reasons, from barking dogs to drunken men. She went 
into the Meanwcll kitchen, and comfort for Reuben took up all her 
mind, until Whit, opening another bottle of beer, said, “I don’t 
reckon she's in any kind a trouble, that kid’s mom. Sophronie 
knowed her. They was ona same ’sembly fer awhile. 

“She’d drink some,” he continued, as Gertie, thinking only of 
Reuben, went into the hall. “That is, accorden to Sophronie. I 
recollect onct she didn’t hear frum her man fer a long time an her 
youngens all come down with th measles an she hadda quit work 
an got down in th mouth an drinken some when she got kinda hard 
run tryen to git along on them Army wages. Soon’s she could, she 
got her a job where she could git considerable overtime. She might a 
done somelhcn foolish er let herself git hurt on a little drink er two. 
They go to some people's heads, specially when they’re kind a tired 
frum overtime an ” 

Whit’s voice died as Gertie opened the bathroom door. Reuben 
was there, his face washed, but he continued to stand in the little 
place liife a wounded wild thing afraid to leave its den. “I didn’t do 
nothen,” he said, glaring at her, more defiant and angry now than 
he had been with Mr. Daly. “All a them a-laughen, an you a-standen 

a-taken his ” He choked, and she thought with terror that he was 

going to cry. 

She tried to put her hand on his shoulder, but he brushed past 
her to the door. “He’s jist showen olf, son — and, well, I thought 
I smelled whisky on his breath.” He was walking away as she talked 
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to him, a thing not even Enoch had ever done. She followed, 
wanting to heal the hurt, determined that he should understand. 
“Everwhere you’ll find people with shoddy ways, son.” He only 
jerked open the kitchen door. She was afraid again for him, and 
spoke quickly. “You’ll have to quit carryen a knife, son. Detroit’s 
differ’nt.” 

He whirled and looked at her, his face white with fury. “I’ve 
alius carried a knife. I ain’t a-quitten now. I ain’t a-maken myself 
over fer Detroit. I ain’t a-standcn a-takcn nobody’s lies — like you 
done.” 

The door banged and he was gone into the alley. He wouldn’t 
go hunt Mr. Daly now, she thought, but still she hurried to the door, 
and was relieved to see him only a few feet away with Whit and 
another man she had never seen. She wanted to speak to Reuben 
again, or better yet hear him speak so that she might know he was 
not so hurt and angry as she had thought. She opened the outer door, 
and now, after the tumult of the children, there seemed a heavy 
stillness in the alley, as if it waited to hear again the blue-eyed, 
smiling man call her names. Whit looked up, and waved his bottle 
towards her. “Recollect that little boy with th little kid said some- 
then to you bout w'anten a priest? His mom, she got squshed to 
death in her press.” 

Gertie gave a slow headshake of w'ondcrment. That other woman 
hadn’t done anything either except try to raise her children tlie best 
she could. She thought of bubble-gum and shoe-strings; maybe the 
woman had figured it all out in her head. She was staring straight in 
front of her, looking at the woman she had never seen, a woman 
pretty like her children, when she heard the sound of vomiting from 
the boys’ room. Gertie, for the first time in hours, seemed like, 
remembered what she was supposed to be doing. Rut as she took the 
few steps to their room, she realised she couldn’t have been away 
more than a few minutes. 

Claude Jean was clearing blood from his throat when she got 
there, but he was able to look at her. There was disgust as well as 
pain in his eyes as he said, “Jeez, couldn’cha a socked him onct, jist 
onct right in u puss? Couldn’cha, jist onct?” and he fell back, 
sighing, not heeding the blood on his chin. 

Claude Jean was the only one who mentioned Mr. Daly. The 
hush lingered in the alleys. Even the children were still, gathered in 
little huddles, not even shrill when Mrs. Daly came, loaded with 
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groceries, and they ran to tell her the news of the woman squashed 
to death. Whit, in for another bottle of beer, wished he could 
remember her name. Nobody did. Some thought it was Vermiglio, 
but they weren’t certain. 

Later, when suppers were over and the children in from the alleys, 
Clovis came to see, he said, about the Meanwell boys. But mostly, 
she thought, he wanted to visit with Whit. She wanted to ask him 
about Reuben, but did not. If Clovis didn’t already know about the 
knife business, there was no need to tell him, at least not now. When 
not busy with the boys, she sat in the living-room and worked on 
Victor’s Christ while the men talked in the kitchen. They were joined 
soon by Andy Miller, once a service-station man in an Alabama 
town, but now a pitman in the steel mill. He lived with his wife and 
three small children in the last unit in Gertie’s row. Not long after, 
there came a tool-and-die man from a place where tanks were made. 
He was one of Whit’s old cronies, she learned soon, for he and Whit 
had worked together for old man Flint in what they called, smiling 
as they said it, “the big house”. 

He studied her hands a moment over the wood, and asked her 
what it was she made. “A Christ,” she said. 

He considered, his head tipped down. “You could make a pretty 
good Christ with a Jig-saw,” he said in a moment, then turned away, 
for Whit was telling of Mr. Daly’s anger, laughing a little, like it was 
a movie he had seen. 

Finished, he sighed a little, slumping in his chair. He was silent a 
moment before he said, “It wasn’t half what he said to Sophronie, 
onct.” 

“Oh, him,” the tool-and-die man said, and the little trouble in the 
alley seemed forgotten. Over their beer the men talked of the woman 
dead in her press. A needless death, Whit said: her press had been 
the kind with a foot treadle, and it was too easy for a body to forget, 
being tired or sleepy, and tramp the treadle when your hands or your 
head was ■6ver the stock in the press. 

They fell then into long musing talcs of the things they had seen 
and heard of in factories when men got mangled or killed. Gertie had 
never known there were so many ways for a working man to die: 
burned, crushed, skinned alive, smothered, gassed, electrocuted, 
chopped to bits, blown to pieces. She heard tales of the ways of loose 
bolts or old belts with human arms, legs, and heads. She listened to 
stories of machines on a speed-up that, unable to bear the speed as did 
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the men, flew with no warning into flying pieces of steel that blinded 
and crippled when they didn’t kill. A fast-turning wheel or milling 
machine wasn’t like a man; it wouldn’t just fall down on the floor 
peaceable-like when it passed out, the way a man would. Even worse, 
she thought, were Miller’s stories of white-hot steel, but worse than 
anything were the foreman’s fists and his iron-toed shoes in a man’s 
behind. 

Terrified, yet fascinated, she stood whittling in the passway the 
better to hear until Clovis noticed her and said, half-jokingly, half- 
chidingly, “You’ll scare my woman so she’ll want to take me back 
home.” 

Whit turned to her with a comforting smile. “Th foremen ain’t like 
that no more, leastways not right now. Th companies makes plenty a 
money now, with th war an cost plus. An we got th union.” 

The tool-and-die man leaned baek in his kitehen chair, tipping it 
far backward, for he, like the others, was a long man, “Yeah, but 
wait’ll th war's over. They’ll bust th unions — when times gits bad an 
a lotta th men’s got kids, not starving, but, well, you know, kinda 
hungry.” 

“Oh yeah,” Whit said, “they’ll hafta bust up a lotta men first.” 

The tool-and-die man shook his head, his eyes rellective, remem- 
bering. “But they’re getten smart, them big companies. They’ve 
learned you can’t bust a union by busten heads — not even if th 
busten kills a few men. Them companies has made so damn’ much 
money outa th war they cun do anything. I ligger now they’ll do it 
th smooth way, politics, no-strike laws, stir up things that’ll bring 
trouble between th factions in th unions — kinda make the unions bust 
theirselves.” 

“Oh yeah?” Whit said, but the men were silent, staring less at 
cigarette smoke and the licad on their beer than at the future. 

Gertie wished Clovis would speak. He hated the unions as much as 
she. He’d grumbled more times than one about the dues he had to 
pay to a union he had never wanted to join. A man oughir.’t to have 
to join anything except of his own free will. Free will, free will: only 
your own place on your own land brought free will. 

The men left for work, but Gertie, after looking agaih at the boys, 
for Claude Jean worried her, he was so still, went back to her work on 
Victor’s Christ. The figure was almost linished now except for the 
face and the nail holes. It was a drooping, ribby-chested Christ that 
made her think, faceless as he was, of somebody she had once seen, 



283 


but could not name. He was no kin at all of the Christ she had seen 
in her mother’s field. She sat a time and tried to see a face for him, 
but could see only Reuben’s face, sick with hurt and anger, and in and 
out through Christ and Reuben there was the bubble-gum boy’s face 
and the worry of Claude Jean, sharper now that she was alone. 

She went again and stood a long time by him, listening to his too 
gentle-seeming breathing, and squeezing his hands that seemed cold. 
She snapped on the light. Still he did not waken, and it seemed to 
her his ears and lips looked blue, and there was no colour in his 
cheeks. She kept pushing back Sophronie’s story of the child who 
had died, swallowing his blood. But all at once she couldn’t any 
more. Sophronie wouldn’t be home for another hour, and by then 
Claude Jean could have bled to death like the other. 

She grabbed the scrap of paper with the doctor’s name and 
number, and hurried out into the alley. She’d never used a telephone 
and didn’t know where the closest pay station was. She’d first have 
to find a neighbour to help her. She was looking frantically about for 
a lighted kitchen door, and wondering where first she should knock, 
when she heard a car come into the parking lot. It must be Victor, 
she thought, for with a car, and his work close, he got home much 
sooner than Sophronie. 

She met him in the alley, and told him of her fears. He only shook 
his head. “Yu couldn’t git no doctor this time anight,’’ he said, and 
without taking the slip of paper turned back to his car. 

She was listening to Claude Jean’s heart when Victor came 
creaking through the door. “L ookut um,’’ he said. “If he’s bleeding 
bad, we gotta call ii cops.” 

He handed her a flashlight, she got a spoon, and the two of them 
prised open Claude Jean’s sleepy mouth. She could see no running 
blood, and Victor, wrinkling his nose at the smell of ether, also 
looked, but could see nothing. 

They did, liiowevcr, waken Claude Jean, who sat up and at once 
wanted iC6, ice-cream, and the answers to a great many questions, 
such as the time and how many kettles of steel had Victor un- 
plugged on his shift. 

Victor laughed and slapped Gertie on the shoulder as he went 
away. “Quitcha worrying. Du kid’s okay.” 

Gertie had the nail holes finished when Sophronie came, breathless 
from running, but asking before she could get through the door, “Is 
th kids okay?” 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE 

I^U, Gyp. Hu, Gyp, come on now.” Gertie, holding a plate of 
breakfast scraps in one hand, unhooked the storm door with the 

other us she called the dog. “Hu, Gyp, hu ” Wind screaming 

down the alley scattered her words and whirled the scraps away. An 
instant later it jerked the storm door from her. Hung it hard against 
the wall, and sent powder-like snow into the kitchen. She caught the 
storm door, hooked it, then looked quiekly and guiltily behind her. 
She was relieved when she saw no one had noticed her woolgathering 
ways. Gyp was back home in Kentucky. 

Clovis, finished with breakfast, was trying to sleep. Amos was in 
the bathroom, and Enoch, kept out of the alley by the weather, 
listened to the radio. In spite of the bitter wind whipping through the 
broken pane, Gertie continued to stand with the inner door open, and 
stare into the white desert of the alley. She looked down at the grey, 
rubbery white, the flat yolk of the refu.sed egg, the only scrap of food 
the wind had left. Maybe an alley car, or a stray dog, or even a 
sparrow would come, just one sparrow to peck at the egg. That 
would be something alive that needed food in the hard cold, anything 
so as as not to waste the egg in the garbage can. 

Howe\cr, nolliing came but loose paper Hying along with the 
whirling snow. She craned her head towards the Mcanwell door. 
But, like the other doors, it might have been the opening to a tomb 
for all the life it showed. The steps, like her own, were heaped with 
snow in spots, clean swept in others, for no sooner did a body freeze 
herself to death to sweep olT the thin, forever moving stuff, light as 
feathers, than it blew on again. 

It seemed months since she had seen the Meanwclls or spoken 
w ith anyone save her ow'ii. It just seemed that way, for the day that 
Wheateye’s tonsils had been taken out was hardly three weeks ago, 
and Gertie had stayed with her as with the boys. 

A louder shriek of the wind in the telephone wires caiVsed her to 
close the inner door, but she continued to stand a moment, the saucer 
of scraps still in her hand. Maybe Max would come, asking for a 
dream, or Mrs. Anderson, hurrying, a thief’s look in her eyes, the 
bundle of Homer’s dirty shirts small under her coat so that Gcorgie 
could not see and tell his father. She glanced at the clock. It was too 
early for the mailman, but there would surely be a letter. She had 
sent Christmas cards, and written to Aunt Kate and to her mother. 
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Clytie, proud of the family’s big Christmas, had written both her 
grandmothers ; but still no letter for weeks, only cards from Mrs. Hull 
and Aunt Kate. 

She turned from the door at last and finished her kitchen work. 
Then, frowning a little, her lips folded tightly together with distaste, 
she took from a kitchen shelf a half-finished doll, a kind of jumping- 
jack, smooth-faced thing, one of the two that Homer had ordered. 
Save for the face, Victor’s Christ was finished, and since Victor 
wanted it only in time for Easter, she had laid it aside, hoping a face 
would grow in her mind while she filled Homer’s order. 

She sat now by the door and whittled, and watched for the coming 
of the mailman. Several times she glanced up hopefully, the 
beginnings of a smile warming her eyes, w hen she thought there was 
a shadow by her door as of someone looking in, or the sound of feet 
on her steps. But always it was either a wraith of snow Hung near the 
glass, or some as yet unheard voice of the many-voiced wind, for 
Detroit’s wind seemed like her people, a thing of many voices, many 
tongues. 

Often she paused in the weary, lonesome work of whittling for 
money as another directed, head lifted, listening. Far away across 
the vacant land past the railroad tracks, the wind’s whine mingled 
with the trains and the steel mill’s roar. Then there was the shriek of 
it as it leaped against her unit, poking and prying like a white cat 
determined to claw its way through the ciirdboard walls. Defeated, 
it would cry in the chimney, sob with a long woo-wooing by the 
walls, then be gone with a Ir'chcr, shriller shrieking as it leaped 
through the telephone wires. Then would come the moments of 
silence, even worse now than formerly, for mingling with the ticking 
of the clock was the purring of the white cat in the Icy Heart. No 
matter how cold it was outside, the kitchen, unlike the rest of the 
house, was always hot, and the white cat purred. 

It was almost time for the children to come home for lunch before 
she saw 4lie grey shape of the mailman going slowly through the 
blowing snow. He did not look her way, but she continued to 
watch until he had passed into the next alley. There was always the 
chance he might have overlooked a letter. 

She stood a long moment, lax-handed, staring into the swirling 
snow, before she remembered to look at the clock. She hurried then 
to start lunch for the ones coming home from school, and to get 
Enoch ready to go. 

K 
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The afternoon was better than the morning. Instead of Enoch 
with the radio turned low, there was Cassie’s whispering to Callie 
Lou in the block of wood, softly, so as not to awaken Clovis. 

She had never had a letter in the afternoon mail, and so never 
watched for the mailman after his morning round. It was Clyde, 
coming home from school, who saw the letter through the glass. 
Gertie tore it open eagerly, for it was from her moihcr. She asked 
the children to listen to their grandma’s letter, but the wind had 
lessened somewhat and Mike Turbovitch was calling Enoch into the 
alley. Amos was standing on the chair by the living-room door, to 
watch a train go by. Cassic, who thought of her grandma as the one 
who had hauled her on a sledge, was telling the golden ehild a story 
of children changed into birds. Clytie had already turned on the 
radio, so that Reuben alone gave full attention to the reading. 

“ ‘Dear Gertie and loved ones, This don’t find us so good. I’m 
glad, Gert, tiiat after being so hard-run so long you have got plenty 
now. But don’t let the big easy money go to your head. Don’t let 
poor Clovis work hisself to death to pay for all your fancy fixings. 
When you are sitting in your fine warm place, pity your poor old 
mother dragging around in the mud. Your father complains a heap. 

He don’t do much. But he won’t sell the yocs. I want him to 

Gertie choked, and struggled to bring out the word until Clovis, 
wakened by the homecoming children, and now listening in the 
doorway, asked worriedly if the letter brought bad news, “ ‘ — to sell 
th land.’ ” She stammered on, “ ‘He don’t need a farm. We ciin live 
on poor Henley's insurance.’ ” 

Somehow she finished the letter, three more pages given over to 
her mother’s constipation, the weather, and a long quarrelling about 
factory workers who, she had heard, were striking and holding up the 
war effort while boys like Henley died. Gertie laid the letter on a 
kitchen shelf as she heard Clytie say to Clovis, her voice filled with 
pride, “I’ll bet there ain’t nobody else frum back horn® has got a Icy 
Heart but us.” 

Clovis nodded, but Reuben said, “Who cares?” He turned to 
Gertie, and his voice was mean and sullen, the way it seemed so often 
now since Mr. Daly’s tongue-lashing in the alley. “If’n you’d ha 
stayed, I could ha hoped Grandpa with them yoes.” 

Clytie corrected him as more and more she corrected them all. 
“keuben, quit saying ‘hoped’ fer ‘heped’. Don’tcha know th 
youngens — kids — ’ull laugh atcha.” 
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“Shut up,” Reuben said, and Gertie thought he was going to hit 
Clytie, but after glaring at her he stalked away to his bedroom, 
slamming the door behind him. 

Gertie tried to get supper, but thoughts of her father and of 
Reuben made her absent-minded. Reuben had not played in the 
alley since the trouble with the Dalys. When he had to go to school 
or the store, lie walked more quickly than was his custom, huddling 
into himself, cringing before the expected. She had tried at times to 
talk to him, hitting usually upon school as a topic of conversation, 
but Reuben wanted no talk with her. His first dislike of his home- 
room teacher, a Mrs. Whittle, had deepened since Christmas into a 
sullen hatred that made him speak with contempt of all things done 
in her room. Before the trouble in the alley, he had liked his other 
teachers, especially the woman who taught music, and Mr. Skyros, 
the art teacher, but now he had no good word for anything or 
anybody at school. 

Gertie in thinking of him felt more lonesome than when she had 
watched the empty alley. At last she opened his door, asking, 
“Whyn’t you git out an git some air, son? Th wind's kinda quieted 
down.” 

He was kneeling on the bed, his face close to the window above it, 
and would not look round at her when she came in. She looked over 
his shoulder through the steamy, smoke-crusted double panes of 
glass that gave little view except the strip of earth between their 
building and the next. Unlike the alley, the place was forever empty 
save for two scraggledy little half-dead maples that stood with the 
forlorn air of things transplaiucd into unkind earth. She w'ondered 
what it was he saw in the ugliness. She bent above him on the bed 
and looked sideways past the grey railroad fence, and saw at last 
what she thought he had been watching. There was a coal car 
moving slowly through the switchyard, and in spite of the wind- 
curled smoko, and the thickening twilight she could make out the 
words ‘c«vl’, and lower, smaller, ‘Kentucky Egg’. 

She was turning away when he said, stilt looking, “I wonder how 
many yoes Granpa has got. Funny, a body ud never know it was 
mighty nigh lambcn time.” 

“Yes,” she said, cheered by his talk. “It’ll be spring ’fore you 
know it. An mebbe we’ll be goen back soon enough to put in some 
corn. Th war news is good.” 

“Oh yeah?” he said. 
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She went back to the supper-getting and worked with conscious 
carefulness, running the noisy water with half its force, never 
slamming the ice-box door, keeping the radio turned low, shushing, 
always shushing the children, for Clovis had gone back to sleep. 
Now, as usual, it seemed tliere was bad sickness in the house to have 
a man abed when the children were awake. 

Twice she called softly for Clyde to come cut cabbage for the 
slaw, but Clytie never heard for listening to tlic trials and tribulations 
of Wanda Waxford. Through Christmas vacation Clytie had gone 
more deeply into the world of the radio people. More and more she 
would sit on the floor, her arms about her drawn-up knees, her eyes 
drugged, unseeing, her lips soft, while she listened to tearful 
declarations of love, long amorous sighs, mysterious rustlings, 
wicked, forever wicked mothers-in-law, brassy-voiced villaincsses, 
sobbing misunderstood wives, and noble eheated-upon husbands. 
The doctors, too, were noble; a body would think from the sick- 
room scenes they never charged a cent. 

Just now, as always before and after and in the middle of Wanda 
Waxford, a husky-voiced man who could somehow talk so that a 
body felt you and he were alone together told Clytie to use Amber 
Soap because her shoulders after its use, her wh-o-ole bo-aw-dy, a-all 
her body, eeveery bit of her bo-aw-dy would be so-o beau-uutifui, 
so-o so-o-oft. The voice crooned on about the beautiful body 
Clytie would have until her eyes softened, glinted, and her lips 
moistened as she twisted her head about to consider the beauties of 
her arms and legs. Gertie, watching, thought now as always of Eve 
listening to the serpent, looking at her own body, becoming aware of 
the forbidden fruit. 

“Clytie, git in here an hep set up supper.” Gertie knew her voice 
was too loud, too harsh. The child had done no wrong. She opened 
her mouth to say something that would soften the harshness, but 
could think of nothing. Clytie came, smiling, thinking of Wanda 
Waxford, untroubled by the harshness in her mother’s voice. 

A lonesomeness for the Clytie v/ho used to be rose sharp as a fresh 
sorrow. In this new life of hers she didn’t need her mother. Some- 
how, while she sat lost in the radio world, she seemed farther away 
than when she was gone to the movies that took her on Saturdays, 
or the church on Sunday where she and the others, with the Mean- 
wells and her girl friend, went in a bus. ft was a good church, Gertie 
thought, but it was big and far away. The Girl Scouts that took her 
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one afternoon a week were also good, but, like baby-sitting, they 
somehow added to the lonesomeness. 

Tonight, as on many nights, Clovis was late in awakening so that 
supper for the children was too late. The younger ones were already 
sleepy, but all had gommed and snacked around until they were not 
hungry when they came to the table; and, anyway, the food wasn’t as 
good as it would have been an hour sooner. Gertie was relieved that 
Clovis ate it without complaint. She wished it were better. He 
looked so tired and was getting a peaked, whey-faced look. He didn’t 
get enough sleep, she thought, for even while he ate he yawned. 

After supper, when the radio was still at last and Clovis and the 
children had gone to bed, Gertie sat a while whittling in the kitchen. 
She finished one of Horner’s dolls and began the rough work on 
another. She soon got so sleepy that for some minutes she did little 
but nod and yawn and try to blink her eyes into wakefulness. Since 
Clovis had been put on this shift, she dreaded to go to bed even worse 
than formerly, for as soon as she got into bed she always came wide 
awake. 

Tonight was no better than other nights. She lay rigidly still, 
inviting sleep, but it would not come. Half her mind wondered how 
soon the alarm would go olf. The other half listened to the wind or, 
in the spells of silence between the sob and shriek of it, the night 
sounds of the city, lonelier-seeming than by day, as if she lived in a 
world where nothing else lived. If in the silence she could hear the 
creek over rocks, the wind in living trees, the bark of a fox, the cry of 
a screech owl — anything alive not dead like the clock and the Icy 
Heart. 

She thought of their debts on the car. Icy Heart, washing machine, 
radio, dishes, curtains. Her mind kept wanting to add the total, 
reckon up the interest, that must be more, way more, than John’s five 
and a half per cent. She turned restlessly from side to side, but her 
mind wouldn’t turn from the debts. What if Clovis got sick? She 
wouldn’t iTiink. She’d put herself back home. Pretty soon the war 
would be over and they'd be going back. She still had the more than 
three hundred dollars she’d saved in fifteen years. And she mustn’t 
go back without a face for the block of wood. It must be a happy, 
laughing face even though she’d lost the Christ with the red leaves in 
his hands. 

She was, instead of the laughing Christ, seeing Reuben’s hurt and 
angry eyes when the alann sounded. Clovis, whose hands always 
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awakened first, reached and turned it off. Sleep pulled him back on 
the pillow, but Cassie awakened whimpering, and Clytie cried 
sleepily, “Is it school time?” 

Clovis protested as always that there was no need for her to get up. 
But as always she did, thougli his lunch was fixed, and there was 
nothing to do but make coffee. She’d rather be up in the kitchen than 
in bed unable to sleep for reading the sounds of Clovis— the opening 
of the ice-box, hiss of the gas, slide of the lunch-box across the table. 
Sound for sound that Whit made in the Meanwell kitchen behind the 
other wall. If she drowsed, the sounds might mix, and Clovis, her 
man, would cease to be a man and become instead a numbered 
sound, know'n only by the number. 

She thought of numbers still when Clovis was gone, and she was 
back in bed. Numbers instead of people. But she wanted people. 
People to call her ‘Gertie’. If she eotild have an animal to nose her 
hand, a red bird to watch, even a potted plant. Something alive, she 
had to have something alive. Remembering roused her to lift on 
one elbow, smiling a little. She had forgotten the ice flowers on the 
kitchen window'. This morning, before the wind rose to scatter 
the loose snow and make a body think there was another blizzard, the 
ice flowers on the glass had shone red as if alive when through them 
she had watched the sun rise between Mrs. Daly’s chimney and the 
telephone pole. 

She was glad when two or three days later the children brought 
from school word that at the term end there was to be a thing called 
an ‘open house’ to which the mothers were invited so that they 
could see how it was in school and talk to the teachers about their 
children. It would be nice to sec Mr. Skyros, the art teacher, again, 
and she wanted to talk with some of the other teachers, especially 
Mrs. Whittle, who taught Reuben. 

He had come slamming through the door that same afternoon, 
his eyes blazing, not speaking, and it had taken three questions 
to find out what ailed him. He was to have “that ole Mft Whittle” 
another term. Cassie, who would be six in February, had come 
home shivering. Next term she’d have to learn to read for true. She 
had to go into “Ole Miz fluffacre’s room”, the meanest teacher,. 
Clytie had warned her, in the whole school. 

“You’ll letirn to read same as th others,” Gertie had comforted 
Cassie, and to Reuben, “You’ve jist got off on th wrong foot with her 
— keep a-trycn.” 
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However, doubts tore at her as three days later she walked to the 
school after having accepted Max’s offer to watch Amos and Cassie 
until it was time for her to go to work at four-thirty. 

She would, she decided, go first to Miss Vashinski. Cassie liked 
her so, and maybe she would warn this Miss Huifacrc that Cassie 
might have a lot of trouble in learning to read. Then it came to her 
that Cassie had only the one Miss Vashinski, but Miss Vashinski had 
a lot of Cassies, most of whom had been with her for months instead 
of only a few weeks. The woman wouldn’t recollect her. 

She was hardly prepared when Miss Vashinski riglit off gave her a 
great big smile and said, “How do you do, Mrs. Novels. I hate to 
lose Cassie. She was so sweet.” 

Gertie smiled. “She hates to leave you, but how can you recollect 
all th” — Clytie didn’t want her to say ‘youngens’, but she couldn’t 
think of the other word — “youngens”, she said at last, remembering 
too late the word Clytie liked was ‘kids’. But she went on, flushing, 
flustered, “Let alone recollect their mamas.” 

Miss Vaskinski laughed until her dangling ear-rings trembled. “I 
don’t always remember, but f remember you,” she said, savouring a 
victory. “On Cassie's first day Garcia spoke, remember? I was 
almost ready to give up.” 

“He must be talken right along now,” Gertie said. “Cassie says 
somethen about him ever once in a w hile.” 

“He’s line, just fine,” Miss Vashinski said. “You should hear him 
and Cassie together. Tlic other day we’d had a story about a little 
girl in Holland — I’d told the children Holland was a country across 
the ocean, and of course they started talking about countries — you 
know we have many countries here. Garcia said to Cassie, ‘My 
country is Mexico,’ and Cassie said to Garcia, ‘My country is 
Kentucky.’ Wasn’t that sweet?” and she turned to the next mother, 
but, after smiling, turned back to Gertie, who was saying, worried: 

“Cassie’s si>afearcd that she won’t learn to read.” 

“She'lHearn,” Miss Vashinski said. “She has a high intelligence 
rating; if she should have trouble, have her eyes checked right 
away.” 

“Her eyes is good,” Gertie insisted, “She can sec th stars an she 
don’t git up close; she backs off . . .” She had just remembered her 
father before he got his double-vision glasses. 

Miss Vashinski had stopped in tne middle of a great big smile after 
getting only as ftir as, “How do you do, Mrs. ” She couldn’t 
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remember the other mother’s name, and was glad to look at Gertie 
again. “She could have a kind of far-sightedness. I’ll make a note.” 
She turned back to the other mother, a dark dumpling of a woman 
in a red and yellow scarf with blue roses, perspiring as she said slowly 
and timidly, “I — Michael Ospechuk’s mother.” 

Gertie turned away. The woman looked too scared to talk. May- 
be she had older ones like Clytic who didn't like the words she used 
and told her what to say. She followed a group to the basement, 
where in a little crowded, sweat-smelling room a great gang of 
children played with balls and jumping ropes. She realised she 
was looking at the ‘gymnasium’ of which Reuben had dreamed. Its 
ceiling wasn’t high enough for even a basketball goal, and it was 
smaller than a classroom. 

The teacher, a tired, middle-aged w'oman, smiled as the mothers 
introduced themselves, pretending like, Gertie thought, she re- 
membered their children. She couldn’t, because she taught all the 
children in the school above the third grade, and there were, she had 
heard, 642 children in a building put up forty years before for three 
hundred. This tired teacher looked as if in her time she had taught 
them all. But when Gertie introduced herself she smiled and said, 
“Your son is so cute. At first he was so bashful, and he still won’t 
do couple dancing with anyone but me. He's just getting to that age, 
you know; but in the folk games he’s already one of the best — such a 
good sense of rhythm.” 

“Seems like Enoch’s smart in everything,” Gertie said. 

“Enoch?” the woman said, looking disappointed, trying to 
remember an Enoch, “I thought you were Reuben Ncvcls’s mother.” 

Gertie laughed. “I’m Reuben’s too. I just didn’t figgcr Reuben 
’ud be good at danccn.” 

“Why? I’ll bet you arc,” she said, smiling, already turning to 
another mother who was wanting to know why her Eva Marie had 
got a I/in self-control. 

Gertie looked over her shoulder as she left the room. If'she’d been 
a little girl here, her black sin w'ould have been no sin at all. Clytie 
had been troubled the first time the gym class danced. Folk games the 
teacher had called it, she told her mother, but still it was dancing. She 
had been relieved when Gertie assured her that it was no sin, not the 
sinful dancing of which her Grandmother Kendrick had warned so 
many times. 

Gertie tramped on up and down the building, a big, perspiring 
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woman in the crowd of mothers. The warm lights in her eyes grew 
warmer when she heard Clyde, the blue band of a traffic director 
on her arm, talking to the telephone in the principal’s office easy as if 
she’d been born in a house with a ringing telephone. She was 
smiling widely by the time she had seen Enoch’s home-room teacher 
and heard wliat a good boy he was, how well he had adjusted, and 
how quickly he learned his lessons. She felt proud and happy, 
remembering that until their coming to Detroit she, with help from 
Clytie, had given him most of the schooling he had had. She saw 
him sitting up near the front of the room with a book and some 
papers on his desk. She looked at him, smiling, until he lifted his 
head. He turned red, looked quickly away, then down, and began a 
furious scribbling. She stood an instant watching, her smile dying 
slowly. 

Mr. Skyros, with his questions about the head in the wood he had 
heard she was making, and his praise of Reuben’s carving — for in 
art class he taught, along with lots of other things, carving in wood 
and soap, even potatoes — brought baek a lot of the lost warmth. 
She lingered a while in the art room, studying the exhibits, and 
wishing her father could have seen such a room. A hound dog, a 
clumsy, ugly thing with too little chest and too much belly, made by 
Reuben, was there for everybody to see. She was ashamed of it and 
half thought to put it out of sight until two mothers admired it, 
and then she lingered, reaping the nice remarks for a harvest for 
Reuben. 

It was getting late, the ch'ldren marching homeward tlrrough the 
halls, before she reached the one room she dreaded — Mrs. Whittle’s. 
It was empty save for one other mother just coming out, and a 
woman who Gertie knew was Mrs. Whittle, for she was taking her 
purse from an open desk draw'er. She hesitated in the doorway. She 
wished the woman, a tall, thinnish, middle-aged person with a pink 
and white face above a yellow, stringy neck, would invite her in. 
Mrs. Whittle did glance up briefly, but only turned sharp round to a 
cupboard in the corner behind her desk. Gertie studied her hair, so 
neatly and so smoothly fixed in rows and rows of little yellow curls 
that it made her think of the hard and shiny scallops on some piece 
of her mother’s starched embroidery. She waited a moment longer, 
then cleared her throat and said, “Miz Whittle.” 

The woman opened the cupboard door and gave a slight backward 
nod as if to indicate that she had heard. Gertie watched as she lifted 
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held the coat for an instant at arm’s length, turning it slowly, 
inspecting it. She found something on a sleeve which slie lifted off 
with the finger-tips of one pale, bright-nailed hand. She tiien put one 
arm into the coat, crooked the arm, and studied the coat over it for 
possible specks. The hand of the coated arm took tlie purse while 
she went through the same careful procedure with the other sleeve, 
then tied and buttoned the coat. 

Gertie moved a step nearer and stood by the desk. The woman 
was now taking a dark green felt hat from a shelf and did not look 
round when Gertie said, “I come to talk to you about my youngen — 
boy.” 

Mrs. Whittle, with a crinkling hiss of paper, was removing the hat 
from a green paper sack. “You’ll ha\c to hurry,” she said, her voice 
somehow matching the paper. “It’s late and I’ve been teaching and 
talking to mothers all afternoon.” 

“Th slip my youngens brung home said th teachers ud talk to us 
atter school,” Gertie said, speaking with dilliculty, choked up at 
being forced to speak to the woman’s back. 

Mrs. Whittle put the hat an instant on her head while she folded 
the bag and laid it upon the shelf. .She then took the hat carefully 
between the tips of her fingers and, bending so as to get her face 
exactly in the centre of a mirror affixed to the door, cased the hat 
gently on to the bright hair so that no one of the close-coiled ringlets 
was disturbed. The business required her utmost concentration, and 
she could not speak again until the hat was on and she was opening 
her purse, looking into it. “The child’s name?” she asked, bringing 
out her lipstick, turning again to the mirror. 

“Reuben — Reuben iN'cvcls.” 

Mrs. Whittle gave no sign that she had heard. The lipstick needed 
even more time and concentration than the hat. Gertie came 
round to the end of the desk, tried to see the woman’s eyes in the 
mirror, but saw only their lids drooping o\cr the eyes fast'>»ed on to 
the mirrored, slowly-shaping mouth. The precise red bow was 
finished at last. Mrs. Whittle turned, looked briefly at Gertie, then 
spoke as she opened the desk drawer, and took out gloves, “Well, 
what is the matter? Did your child fail to pass? A percentage do, 
you know.” 

“No, he passed,” Gertie said, fighting to keep her voice smooth. 
“But — but you’re his . . .” She had forgotten the name, the kind of 
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teacher. “You’ve got him more’n th other teachers, an you’ll keep 
on a-haven him an . . 

“Are you trying to say that I’m his home-room teacher?’’ Mrs. 
Whittle asked, drawing on a glove. 

Gertie nodded. 

“Well, what is the matter?” She was smoothing the drawn-on 
gloves linger by linger now. 

“He — he don’t seem to be a-docn so good — not in his home-room. 
He ain’t happy; he don’t like school, an 1 thought mebbc . . .” 

Her words, though halting and stumbling, as they were, caused 
Mrs. Whitllc to glance up from the second glove, and for the first 
time the two women looked at each other. Mrs. Whittle smiled, the 
red mouth widening below the old woman’s angry glaring eyes. 
“And of course it’s his teacher’s fault your child is unhappy. Now 
just what do you expect me to do to make him happy?” 

“That’s what I come to ask you,” Gertie said. “He kinda likes his 
other classes, an back home he was . . ” 

“Back home,” Mrs. Whittle said, as if she hated the words, her 
voice low, hissing, like a thin whip coming hard through the air, but 
not making much noise. “You hill — southerners who come here, 
don’t you realise before you come that it will be a great change for 
your children? For the better, of course, but still a change. You 
bring them up here in time of war to an overcrowded part of the city 
and it makes for an overcrowded school. Don’t you realise,” she 
went on, looking again at Gertie, looking at her as if she alone were 
responsible for it all, “that UiUil they built this war-time housing — I 
presume you live there — I never had more than thirty-two children in 
my section— and only one section.” She opened her purse. “Now I 
have two sections — two home-rooms, one in the morning with forty- 
three children, one in the afternoon with forty-two — many badly 
adjusted like your ow'ii — yet you expect me to make your child 
happy in spite of . . .” Words seemed inadequate, and she was 
silent wMle she reached into her purse. 

“But I’ve got three more in school, an they git along an ” 

“What did you say your name was?” 

“Nevels. My boy’s name is Reuben. Maybe you don’t recollect 
him, but ” 

“I don’t what?” And she frowned as she might have at a child 
giving the wrong answer. 

“ ‘Recollect,’ I said,” Gertie answered. 
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“Does that mean ‘remember’?” 

When Gertie continued to stand in choked silence staring down at 
her, she went on, after taking a bunch of keys from her purse and 
closing it. “I do remember now — too well. Your children came up 
for discussion in faculty meeting the other day.” She stopped to 
select a key, a small steel-coloured one. “The others have, I under- 
stand, adjusted quite well, especially the younger boy and the older 
girl, but Reuben — I remember him,” and she looked up from 
locking a desk drawer, towards a back seat in the row farthest from 
her desk and the windov\s. She looked down, choosing another key, 
then bent to the other drawer. “He has not adjusted. His writing is 
terrible — he’s messy; quite good in math but his spelling is terrible. 
I’m giving him a IJ in conduct because he just won't get along with 
other children.” 

“He warn’t bad to fight,” Gertie said to the woman's back, for she 
had turned now to lock the cupboard doors. 

“I have had one mother complain most bitterly. Her son had a 
toy gun. He was talking to Reuben, teasing him a little perhaps. 
You know how children tease — learning to take it is a part of their 
adjustment to life.” She took out a ring holding car keys. “Reuben 
lost his temper — he’s forever sullen with a chip on his shoulder — and 
bragged to the other boy that he wouldn’t have a toy gun.” She 
shook one drawer to make certain it was locked, shook the other, 
but looked at Gertie the better to emphasise her revelations. “He 
bragged he had a real gun all his own, and that he’d taken it off in 
the woods and hunted alone and that once he’d seen a bear. He 
never tried to kill it, just shot at it and it ran away, the boy said 
Reuben said. The boy, of course, called him a liar, and Reuben — 
are you certain he is only twelve years old? — slapped him down. The 
mother came to me. I told her to go to the principal.” She turned 
towards the door, jingling the car keys impatiently. 

Gertie’s face was pale. Her wide mouth was a straiglit line above 
her square, out-thrust chin, her big hands gripped into lisis'Until the 
knuckle bones showed white, her voice husky, gasping with the effort 
to keep down all that rose within her. “Reuben warn’t lyen. He’s 
had a rifle since he was ten years old. They’s bear an deer dost to our 
place back home. We’re right nigh th edge of a gover’ment game 
preserve. One year ih deer cat up my late corn.” 

She drew a long shivering breath. “I don’t want any a my 
youngens ever a-playcn with a toy gun, a-pointen it at one another, an 
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a-usen em fer walken canes er enything. Some day when they’ve got 
a real gun they’ll fergit — an use it like a toy.” 

Mrs. Whittle smiled. “Your psychology, and your story, too, 
are — well — interesting and revealing, but . . .” She stepped into 
the hall. “1 see no point in carrying this discussion further. He will 
have to adjust.” 

“Adjust?” Gertie strode ahead, turned and looked at the woman. 

“Yes,” Mrs. Whittle said, walking past her. “That is the most 
important thing, to learn to live with others, to get along, to adapt 
oneself to one’s surroundings.” 

“You teach them that here?” Gertie asked in a low voice, looking 
about the dark, ugly hall. 

“Of course. It is for children— especially children like yours — the 
most important thing — to learn to adjust.” 

“You mean,” Gertie asked — she was pulling her knuckle joints 
now — “that you’re a-tcachen my youngens so’s that, no matter what 
comes, they — they ctin live with it.” 

Mrs. Whittle nodded. “Of course.” 

Gertie cracked a knuckle joint. “You mean that when they’re 
through here, they could — if they went to Germany — start gitten 
along with Hitler, er if they went to — Russia, they’d git along there, 
they’d act like th Russians an be” — Mr. Daly’s word was slow in 
coming — “communists — an if they went to Rome they’d start 
worshippen th Pope?” 

“How dare you?” Mrs. Whittle was shrill. “How dare you twist 
my words so, and refer to religion on the same plane as com- 
munism? How dare you?” 

“I was jist asken about adjustments,” Gertie said, the words 
coming more easily, “an what it means.” 

“You know perfectly well 1 mean no such thing.” Mrs. Whittle bit 
her freshly lipsticked lips. “The trouble is,” she went on, “you don’t 
want to adjust — and Reuben doesn’t either.” 

“fhat^ part-way riglit,” Gertie said, moving past her to the 
stairs. “But he cain’t hep th way he’s made. It’s a lot more trouble 
to roll out steel — an make it like you want it — than it is biscuit 
dough.” 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO 

Saturday, Reuben had helped Gilbert and several of the bigger 
boys build a snow fort and had seemed to enjoy himself, as he did 
later in the afternoon when he went with them to a movie and saw a 
V/estern with much riding, shooting, and screaming of women, 
Gertie gathered from Enoch's description. He came home from the 
bus trip to Sunday school almost talkative. There was a gymnasium 
in the basement of the church, and his teacher was organising another 
basketball squad, and it looked as if he would get to play centre. His 
good humour lasted through Monday noon, for he had his special 
classes such as art, music and social studies of mornings now. But 
Monday afternoon brought silence and the slamming of the door. 

Tuesday was even worse, his sullenncss never lifting Irom breakfast 
on. Gertie, seeing tlie hurt under his still anger, tried to think of 
things to say, but could think of nothing. Wednesday he was home 
strangely soon, a good five minutes before the others, red-faced, 
unable to speak, hurrying like a chased wild animal to his room, 
then slamming the door. Clytie, coming next, was hardly through 
the kitchen door before she jumped into a long, breathless account of 
what Reuben had done. He’d cut through the swampy vacant land 
by the railroad tracks instead of sticking to the patrol route, crossed 
streets where he wasn’t supposed to cross, and walked by the tracks 
and that was against all rules; now he'd get reported and maybe have 
to go to the principal’s office. 

Gertie was silent, trying hard to iron and not show by her face she 
couldn’t blame the boy. Her own feet cried for a path, earth instead 
of dirty ice-covered cement. Enoch came soon after, his story much 
like Clytie’s. He had seen Reuben turn off the sidewalk into the 
forbidden path through the vacant lot, had heard him pass the patrol 
boy, who called to him to gel back on to the sidewalk; and now he'd 
get a licking from the principal, a real good one, all the kids'sj.id; and 
Enoch’s eyes sparkled in anticipation of the story he could tell of how 
the principal licked his big brother. 

Gertie said only, “Be quiet, now; you’ll be a-waken your pop.” 

However, Clovis was already calling sleepily to know what was 
the trouble. Before Gertie could stop him, Enoch had rushed 
in to tell of Reuben’s sins. She followed, declaring that, after all, 
walking off a proper road was not exactly breaking one of the Ten 
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Commandments, but doubted if Clovis ever heard her, Enoch was 
chattering so, with Clyde throwing in more words. 

Clovis lighted a cigarette and, sitting on the edge of the bed, 
listened in silence. He seemed more irritated by the world in general, 
as he always was when he hadn’t had his fill of sleep, than angered by 
Reuben’s wrongdoing. His voice was peaceful enough when he called 
Reuben to him, but his face hardened as he waited while Reuben took 
his time about coming. When Reuben finally did come, he looked 
surly and guilty, Gertie thought, as the other Reuben must have 
looked facing Jacob without Joseph — and her Reuben had done no 
wrong. 

“What’s th matter? You know you’ve got to walk where they tell 
you to walk. It’s fer ycr own safety,’’ Clovis began, kindly enough. 

But Reuben, with a mean, quick glance at Enoch, fiared up as if 
Clovis had hit him. “Frum th way you’re all a-carryen on,’’ he said, 
“a body ud think — ud think I’d killed a man. All 1 done was W'alk a 
path.” 

“You’ve got to walk where they tell you to walk,” Clovis repeated, 
beginning to flare up. “What’s th matter, anyhow? You’re alius in 
trouble.” 

“It ain’t my fault,” Reuben cried, choking up. “Th youngens don’t 
like me. Miz Whittle hates me.” He turned to Gertie, all his 
disappointment for the lost farm, all the hatred for Mrs. Whittle, 
Mr. Daly, the hillbilly-crying children turned on her. “Now she hates 
me worse’ll ever since you come a-bawlcn her out because I wasn’t 
happy. She said it right ’fore all th youngens — an some a them 
laughed their fool selves sick. Fer once she let cm laugh. Things 
was bad enough ’fore you come sticken your big nose in ” 

His next words were lost iii the slap Clovis gave him, squarely on 
the mouth. 

“Don’t, Clovis — please ; he don’t know,” Gertie’s voice rose hke a 
crying. 

“FlaJtnows enough not to sass his parents,” Clovis said, standing 
now, towering above Reuben, who stood bright-eyed and red-faced, 
not cringing or turning away or ashamed of the sassy words, too 
filled with the hurt inside him to notice the pain of the slap that had 
brought a dribble of blood to his mouth. 

Clovis, as always on the rare times when he slapped a child, 
was sorry for what he had done, but, afraid he would show his 
sorrow, spoke only the more roughly, and gave Reuben a little shove. 
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“Git back in that room an stay there till you can tell yer mom you’re 
sorry. Whatever she said, she didn’t mean to make the teacher mad. 

“The rest a you youngens clear out — git on now — ever last one a 
you. I wanta go back to sleep.” He stopped as if to think, mean- 
while looking at Gertie with more anger in his face than it had held 
for Reuben. “Clytie, turn on th radio good an loud, it won't bother 
me none. It’ll give Reuben in his room somethen to listen to.” 

Gertie turned to follow, and opened her mouth to protest when the 
radio screamed, demanding that she go at once and buy one package 
of General Kapitan’s cigarettes. But Clovis said, his voice low and 
mean, “Wait a minute,” as if she were a mule to be ordered around. 

Slowly her hand dropped from the door-knob, and she turned back 
to Clovis. It wasn’t the way it had used to be back home when she 
had done her share, maybe more than her share, of feeding and 
fending for the family. Then, with egg money, chicken money, a calf 
sold here, a pig sold there, she’d bought almost every bite of food 
they didn’t raise. Here everything, even to the kindling wood, came 
from Clovis. 

She understood in one second of time so many things — the trapped 
look in Mrs. Anderson’s eyes, why Ma.\'s radio played so loudly 
sometimes when she had an evening olf and Victor was home. The 
rich had wide lawns and thick walls; the poor had radios. Now, 
under the sound of their radio, Clovis wanted to know why had she 
been such a fool as to go up to the school and raise a racket with a 
teacher. Didn’t she know that Detroit had the finest schools of 
almost any city in the country? His voice rose, drove in the knife, 
and turned it round and round. “You know you never was no good 
at talkcn. You alius look like you wanta fight. That's part a his 
trouble. He’s big an tough-lookcn, an you’ve set him agin Detroit so 
he wouldn’t like it now if you put him in a mansion in Grossc Pointe. 
You’ve got to git it into ycr head that it’s you that’s as much wrong 
with Reuben as anything.” 

She listened, stony-faced and silent, helpless in the face, of his 
words as in the face of her mother’s. When it seemed he had finished, 
she mumbled something about supper and hurried from the room. 

Reuben wouldn't come when she called him to supper. She didn’t 
try to make him. If he felt all choked up in his insides the way she 
did, he couldn’t cat anyway. 

Clovis, too, she thought, was troubled about Reuben, and sorry 
for the slap but unwilling to show it. That night he left for work with 



301 


Whit earlier than common. As soon as he had gone, she went to 
listen by the boys’ bed. She heard only Enoch’s breathing, noisy as he 
snored up for a cold. The mound of covers over Reuben continued 
suspiciously still as she bent above it whispering, “Reuben.” 

The covers remained rigidly still, but she begged again, “Reuben.” 

“Go away,” he whispered. 

She put her hand on his head. He shook it off. “Git away. 
You’ll be a-waken Enoeh.” 

“Lots a your teachers at school likes you, and you liked Sunday 
school.” 

He made her no answer, but after a moment of standing above 
him, she sat on the edge of the bed and tried to smooth his hair. 
When he had buried his head under the bed-covering, she dropped 
her hands into her lap, but continued to sit by him. A steel pour was 
beginning; the red-tinged light through the drawn blind quivered, 
brightened, whitened, and made of her hunched body a grotesque 
shadow on tlic wall behind her. Tlie thing trembled as if it shook 
with laughter. She turned away from Reuben and watched her 
shadow as she fought for words. She gave up her own. They w'ere 
never any good. She hunted through the memory verses in her head, 
the Ten Commandments, the blessings — blessed, blessed — Reuben 
had ever been meek and poor and pure in heart. 

Blessed — blessed — he was reviled and persecuted, but not for 
Jesus. His sin was that he was Reuben. Amos cried to the rich about 
their treatment of the poor. Reuben had no need of Amos. He was 
the poor. Ecclesiastes: it would pass — all of it — “the rivers to the 
sea”. But Reuben’s life was not a river to the sea to go on and on 
for ever. His life would pass like her shadow, laughing less and less 
now, dimming. She watched herself melt. One moment there was a 
thin, shivering shadow', then nothing but paleness faintly tinged with 
red. She held out her hand, moved her arm ; nothing moved on the 
wall. It was Jike that, all living, Reuben’s life. “My days are swifter 
than rwf>^aver’s shuttle, and are spent without hope.” Reuben was 
living like that, for she had taken his hope away. A body couldn't 
live without hope of something. 

“It won’t alius be like this.” She stopped. How many times had 
she said that to Reuben when they worked the corn together, hill by 
hill, row by row. He had hoed while she had ploughed, and they had 
gathered the corn together, two rows for them, two rows for John. 
Once, when he was little, he had cried when Silas Kennedy, it was 
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then, had taken half their corn. She had comforted, “It won’t alius 
be like this.” She rubbed her arm hard across her forehead; his- 
childhood had gone and the ‘this’ was with him still. 

Or was it the ‘this’? The trouble was that he was Reuben the same 
as she was Gertie. If she had taken licr mother's Christ and Battle 
John’s God and learned to crochet instead of whittle, and loved the 
Icy Heart and had never tried to talk to Mrs. Whittle. . . . Keep 
shut, keep shut, like the tool-and-die man’s rabbit. If she had 
walked straight down th.e alley the day the gospel woman came, just 
watching Mrs. Daly as Mrs. Bommarita had watched, Mr. Daly 
wouldn't have been mad at her and have taken it out on Reuben. 
The sins of the fathers. . . . 

She put her hand on his shoulder, and though he buried himself 
still more deeply under the bed-clothing, she bent her face close to 
him and spoke in a low voice. “Reuben, it’s all your ole fool 
mammie’s fault like you said. I’ve been stilf-necked an stubborn in 
the face iiv . . .” What? She couldn't say God. “Honey, try 
harder to be like th rest — tu run with th rest — it’s easier, an you’ll be 
happier in th end — I guess.” 

He never answered, but after a little space of silence she struggled 
on. “Reuben — recollect that creek at home— th one below th cove 
where you seed th bear? Recollect how them rocks way up high, by 
th bluff at th beginnens uv th creek, was rough an all shapes an 
sizes? An recollect th little round rocks down at th mouth by th 
river? They was mighty nigh all alike an round an smooth. They 
got thataway a-bangen agin one another a-comen dow n th creek in th 
fall-overs and . . .” She choked — she was no rabbit to beget rabbits. 
She remembered the look of Reuben’s face in the alley, and went on, 
“Nobody asked them rocks did they want to be smooth an all alike. 
You might like playen vvith a toy gun. Try it.” 

He plunged still more deeply under the bed-covering. Jerking back 
from her until he rolled on linoch, who muttered and seemed ready 
to waken. 

She left him, closing the door. Though his bedroom door, like the 
others in the house, would not lock, it was like there was a locked 
door between them with the key lost. 

Next morning when he .sat at table, eating little, his slapped lip 
swollen, he was silent and sullen still behind the wall that more and 
more she knew that she had made. He went back to his room 
immediately after breakfast and stayed so long she was afraid he 
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would be late to school. She called to him, trying not to let on to the 
already suspicious Clyde that she was afraid he would either not 
answer or else tell her he wouldn’t go to school. However, he came 
quietly enough in a clean shirt and with his hair combed, more 
frightened now than sullen as he said, “Mom, could you fix a lunch 
fer me— jist this onct?’’ 

“Sure, son,” she answered, pleased that she could do for him some 
little thing, but Clytie cried, “It’s againsa rules. Mom; kids gotta 
have permission to take lunch.” 

She turned to Clytie, an egg for frying in her hand. “What’s wrong 
with taken a little snack to school? He could cat it outside.” 

“It’s againsa rules,” Clytie repeated, adding, “They’s no place to 
eat it,” in the patient mothcr-to-ignorant-child tone that more and 
more she used with Gertie. Then, outside, her girl friend, Iva Dean 
was calling, and she couldn’t stop to argue. 

Gertie started to break the egg into the skillet, but stopped, 
fro'vning. She whirled and jerked the door open just in time to see 
Clytie, snow-pantless, as she had thought, disappearing into the alley 
by the railroad fence. She called twice before Clytie turned slowly 
back. The red-headed girl, also snow-pantless, followed, and 
continued to follow as Clytie came slowly and ever more slowly back 
as Gertie commanded, “You git back in here an git on some clothes. 
Tt ain’t good for a young girl like you to run around bare-legged an 
no long underwear in all this cold.” 

Clytie turned red at her mother’s mention of long underwear. But 
Iva Dean, who wore a short jacket above a woollen skirt with a 
goodly length of blue shin '"»eneath, looked sympathetic, her warm 
brown eyes going from Clytie to Gertie, lingering at last on Gertie as 
if her sympathies lay there. 

Clytie stopped at the end of the walk and said, almost as brash as 
Enoch, “Clotlies, Mama? I’m smothered with so many clothes now.” 

“Git in here and git into them snow-pants,” Gertie said. 

Cly4ic*did not move. “But, Mom, Em th only young — kid in my 
section that has got to wear snow-pants like a little kinnergarden 
kid.” 

“You don’t want to come down with th flu an miss a lot a school,” 
Gertie said more kindly. 

“Minnie Armstrong’s mother — Minnie’s in our section — makes 
Minnie wear urn,” Iva Dean said to Clytie in an encouraging tone. 
“An my own mom,” she went on reflectively, “cried a couple a times 
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last winter when I run off without th things, an she thought it was 
cold. It wasn’t till this last cold snap that she give in. G’wan,” she 
said as if Gertie had not been four feet away, half through the storm 
door, “if she’s like my mom it’ll take yu a whole winter to learn her 
yu don’t need th things. G’wan, put um on — no use to hurt her 
feelens alia time.’’ 

“You people horned an raised up here git used to this weather,” 
Gertie said, feeling grateful, wishing she could remember the girl’s 
last name. She’d heard her say it once; it sounded like she’d started 
to strangle, then changed her mind and coughed. 

The girl gave a defiant headshake. “Not me; my pop was, but 
when Mom got ready to have me slie want back to Granina’s in 
Isham, Tennessee.’’ 

“Oh,” Gertie said, then added, not wanting to be pitied or thought 
a tyrant, “I don’t want to make Clytie wear snow -pants all th time. 
Like t’other Saturday when you an her went to th movies, it was so 
W’arm 1 wouldn’t ha made her wear pants — but you had em on.” 

“1 gotta wear blue jeans or snow-pants to th movies allatime. 
Mom makes me but I’d do it anyhow. None a them guys that hangs 
around u movies ain’t gonna run no hands up no dress tail a mine.” 

Gertie said, “Oh,” and let the storm door shut, and was still too 
startled when snow-panted Clytie swished past her to give a good-bye 
hug to Cassie running behind her. She glanced at her clock, re- 
membered Reuben’s luneh, and turned up the gas under the frying 
egg. He called from his bedroom to ask for a molasses and margarine 
sandwich. The margarine was too hard from the ley Heart, the 
molasses too thin from the hot kitchen, so that by the time she had 
the lunch fixed she heard Clovis coming up the steps. She called to 
Reuben that it was so late his father was home and if he didn’t hurry 
he’d be late, but Reuben answ'cred that he had to go to the bath- 
room. 

Clovis took off his jacket and hung it in the hall, and, unable to get 
into the bathroom, went into his own room to take off his*s{»jes A 
moment later she heard the opening of the bathroom door, but 
Reuben took his time about coming. She started to scold him for his 
slow ways, then saw his face, white and strained and frightened. She 
watched him to the railroad fence, and to the alley’s turning, hoping 
he would turn just once and wave, the way he had always done at 
home, but he only walked faster than common until the turning of 
the alley took him away. 
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She began to get a snack for Clovis, He soon came into the 
kitchen, grimy-faced and big-eyed; sleepy-headed, but not good 
sleepy like a man after a day’s work. Fidgety — some part of him 
never wanting to go to bed beeause it was morning — and short- 
worded when he asked why Reuben was so late starting to school. 
She never knew what to feed him when he got home from work — 
food that was neither breakfast, dinner, nor supper. Today she 
fixed pork ehops, eggs, fried potatoes, and toast. He ate right well, 
though his lunch, when she opened the box, looked as if it had hardly 
been touched. 

Finished with his food, lie leaned back, smoking a cigarette, and 
seemed in such good humour that she tried her often asked but 
seldom answered question, “How was it?” risking short words, some 
story of trouble with the foreman or the union steward or, worse, 
news of a wildcat strike or walk-out in some other department that 
could tomorrow put him out of work. But it was worth the chance 
that he might tell something of what the people about him had said or 
done. 

Today, though he looked more tired than usual, he smiled at her 
question and gave a little hcadshake. “Boy, did I work, an 1 mean 
work. A body ud think 1 broke th danged machines th way that big- 
headed Polock foreman was alius on my neck. They ain’t made to 
take that high production quota they put on Monday. An most a th 
dad-blamed fools that runs em has stood around an done nothen so 
long they cain’t take it neither. An that dumb Polock foreman must 
be in Hitler’s pay — th way he fixed th hands around.” 

“Wotta yu mean. Pop?” ’t was Enoch, who, still on the afternoon 
shift at school, seldom bothered to get out of bed until his friend 
Mike came calling. 

“Oh,” Clovis said, pushing his chair back and crossing his legs, 
“if he don’t like a feller’s looks he puts him on a job he thinks he 
cain’t do. 1 Ic’s like th Dalys an all th rest a these foreigners — he hates 
cvertlTfiTif an cverbody that ain’t jist like hissef. An does he hate 
niggers! Calls em shines, an gives em th meanest jobs. Last night he 
put a spindly yaller gal, smart-looken too, on one a them bad kind a 
presses that works with a foot treadle, an they’s alius th chance that 
if you git too tired cr sleepy you’ll tramp that treadle while you’ve 
got yer hands under. 

“So last night when he puts on this girl — a body could see she ain’t 
never been in no factory before, th way she kept a-wallen her eyes an 
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acten skitlish-like — he knows she won’t last no time atall when he 
put her on this man-sized press with a foot control. He showed her 
how. She was smart an caught on real quick. But th stock’s pretty 
heavy, an it ain’t so easy picken it up, putten it in, taken it out, 
wipen it off, layen it down on one side, reachen on t’other side, starten 
all over agin, alius a-recollcclcn that old treadle right under yer foot. 
He watched her awhile an complains she’s slow. 

“That flusters her. Then he tells her she’d better not send out a 
piece a stock with a couple a her hands smashed in it. That flusters 
her some more, an she was a-shivern an a-sweaten. I could see big 
drops comen off her chin, an a couple a guys on some little presses 
that was out a stock was watchen her together with a stock boy. All 
that didn’t do no good. But she didn’t say a word. 

“I was a-tryen to git th air hose back on that blamed Bunken’s 
press. I don't know how he does it, but it’s alius somethen. An he’s 
sich a fool, an alius so ashamed, that a body, not even thet foreman, 
ain’t got th heart to be much mean to him. This fool, Bunken, goes 
over to her press soon’s th foreman’s gone — he sells th numbers an it 
takes a heap a time — an tells her to watch fer th foreman an th 
steward, an he makes that ole press fly. 

“Soon’s I git his hose fixed 1 goes over to th girl an 1 says, ‘Lemme 
see if this press's runnen right, so I made her fly for a right good spell. 
But that blamed gigglen fool uv a gal frum Gcorgic got her belt off 
agin — how she does it I don’t know — an I had lu leave th yallcr gal. 
But up steps that big Ukrainian feller I was a-tcllcn you about — him 
on a little press with nothen to do. He hates cverlhing, niggers, hill- 
billies, Jews, Germans, but worse’n anything he hates Poles an that 
Polock foreman. An he is a good-hearted guy — he made that ole 
press fly so fast I thought it ud bust. An when th steward come 
around — that Ukrainian had put her up to it— this new hand, she 
says to him, ‘This press ain’t docn right. It sticks an I cain’t git the 
stock out when I go fast,’ she says. It ain’t th steward’s job to test th 
machinery, but he runs it — pretty fast. 

“Anyhow, when that foreman fin’ly docs git back frum sellen his 
numbers there was that yallcr gal a-lcancn by her machine a-poppen 
her gum. ‘What in th hell do you think you’re a-bein’ paid fer?’ he 
says. 

“ ‘I’ve been kinda wondcren,’ she .says, poppen her gum some 
more an looken around casy-like. ‘I run outa stock a long time 
ago.’ 
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“ ‘Jee-sus,’ that foreman says, an he whistles, then he’s mad. ‘Th 
steward’ull be on you fer runnen over production,’ he says, and I 
thought that old Ponomarenko ud bust hisself a-holden in his 
laughen — an that foreman never did ketch on.” 

Clovis, good-humoured now, got up, stretching, yawning, ready 
for bed. However, as usual, he was hardly sound asleep before it was 
school letting-out time. Cassie, first today, came banging through 
the door, shouting, “Mommie, Mommie, I’m goen to wear glasses 
like Granma. A woman all in white had me a-looken at pitchers. I 
wasn’t skeered a bit. Miz HiifTacrc pinched my cheek an smiled at 
me. It’s pinned on my dress,” and she began unzipping, unbooting, 
unbuttoning all over the house until Clovis groaned his awakening 
sounds, and Gertie was sharp with Cassie for her noise. 

Clovis roused again when Clytie came running in to tell that she 
hadn’t seen Reuben any place at school. “Ain’t Reuben home?” he 
called, concern in his voice. 

“He took a lunch,” Gertie answered somewhat shortly. “An eny- 
how, him an Clytie could go a week an never sec one another.” 

“But ginerally we pass in th hall,” Clytie said. 

Gertie declared there was no reason why any of them should see 
him, as they had no classes together. Still, a grow'ing uneasiness akin 
to panic laid hold of her, and to hide it she went outside for a bucket 
of coal. Slie stood staring up and down the alley until the dish- 
water spots on her apron froze, and a snow-suited child, drinking 
pop and eating a sandwich as he walked, stared at her in wonder. 

All afternoon the uneasiness came and went in waves. One minute 
she was sweaty-handed, unable to keep her mind on the ironing, 
scared to death, certain he was not in school, but hiding out some- 
where, afraid to face both Mrs. Whittle and the principal. At other 
times, certain that he was all right, she tried to think up a face for 
Victor’s Christ. But more and more she listened to Cassie as she 
talked with Miss Callie Lou. At last her lonesomencss and un- 
easinafifi overcame her and she took her whittling and went visiting, 
knocking on the door of the boys’ room that held the block of wood, 
asking, “How-do-you-do, ladies, how-do-you-do?” 

Cassie, standing very straight and trying not to giggle, opened the 
door. “Do come in, Miz Golden Shoe, and drink a cup a colTec with 
me and Miz Gallic Lou : our men’s gone otT to make tanks fer Old 
Man Flint and Mr. Griggs, so do come in an set a hour cr two.” 

And Gertie sat and drank coffee and ate ‘little cakes with pink 
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icen’, and discussed the weather and the school, never forgetting now 
and then to hand a bit more coffee and another cake to Callie Lou 
smiling at them from the block of wood. “An how are your youngens 
in school, Miz Silver Bell?” 

And Cassie’s giggle, smothered in the primping voice of Mrs. 
Silver Bell : “Fine, jist fine, Miz Golden Shoe, but what do you think? 
My littlest girl has to wear glasses, but then she’ll learn to read, read 
anything in th whole world. Miz Hutfacre, that’s her teacher, says 
so, and she is th finest teacher in th whole world.” 

“Oh, I’m sure you have a very smart child, Miz Silver Bell.” And 
they visited a long while. The doll grew, and the sun, a little farther 
north each night now in its setting, sent a long finger of yellow light 
through the window. It brightened the block of wood and made red 
glints in Cassie’s straight hair. And Gertie thought she had never 
looked so pretty. 

Then Joe was crying in the alley. The party had to end, and Gertie 
realised it was late, almost time for school to be over, and she was 
afraid again, thinking of Reuben. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE 

Joe held out bananas for Gertie's inspection. “Banana nice — 
today cheap. Ten cents.” 

“They’re frostbit,” Mrs. Daly whispered, adding loudly enough 
for Joe to hear, “They’s nothing so deceitful as a frostbit banana.” 

“Nice,” Joe repeated, not hearing, smiling at Gertie. “Ten cents,” 
he insisted. “Tomorrow eighteen. Today below OPA.” 

Gertie studied the bananas. They looked good, and Reuben loved 
bananas. She drew a deep breath. “Gimme four — no, make it five 
pounds,” she said, thinking, two apiece all around, and maybe one 
for Clovis’s lunch left over. 

“You’ll be lucky if they’s one pound that’s good,” Mrs. Daly 
whispered. 

And Max, trying hard not to flirt with Joe’s hungry-eyed nephew, 
said, “Yu can’t buy bargains on account a they ain’t no bargains, 
kid.” 

Gertie paid for the bananas, and hurried into her kitchen, uneasily 
aware that she alone had bought the bargain bananas. She forgot to 
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examine them when she looked at the clock and saw that school was 
out. In a minute or so the first wave of children would sweep down 
the alley. Reuben would, of course, be with them. Clovis called 
from the passway, asking the time, and she made a great pretence of 
being so unconcerned she had not noticed. She looked again at the 
clock before she answered, “Three twenty-six.” 

“See any youngens conien home?” he asked. 

She looked through the storm door, “A few, jist turnen th corner — 
th ones that alius runs,” she answered easily enough. But now, 
unable to turn from the door, she stood and watched the alley. She 
was aware that Clovis had come up behind her, and that Cassie and 
Amos, somehow sensing the uneasiness, stood watching the children 
come home as she and Clovis watched. 

Her eagerness to see Reuben, make certain he was all right, maybe 
even good-humoured and happy again, made her want to run wildly 
down the alley searching. But she moved only to open the door for 
Enoch, who dashed in crying, “Mom, 1 ain't seen Reuben,” and in 
the next breath, “Mike wants me to come out an play hockey.” 

“Say you’ve not seen Reuben?” Clovis asked. 

“He don’t alius see him,” Gertie said. 

“But ginerally I see him when our section passes his section in th 
hall.” He saw the bananas, crowded past her, grabbed one and 
began pulling back the skin. Gertie continued to stand between the 
doors and watch the alley, brimming now with the full tide of the 
homecoming cliildren. Her eyes snatched eagerly at each dark brown 
jacket, each head higher than the other heads. She did not look 
round when Enoch cried, “This banana’s rotten. Mom.” 

And Cassie, troubled by the thought of throwing food away, said, 
“Mine’s all black and squshy inside. Mom. Must 1 eat it?” 

Clytic came next, running up the steps, calling, “Mom, I never did 
see Reuben.” 

Gertie said nothing, and Enoch cried, disgust and derision in his 
tonc^Mom's tryen to feed us rotten bananas.” 

“She didn’t know they was rotten,” Clovis said with some sharp- 
ness, and then in a kinder tone towards Gertie’s discouraged back, 
“But, Gert, you’ve got to watch what you buy. That sandwich meat 
you put in my lunch hardly had th taste a meat. More like corn meal 
an taters mashed an coloured to look like meat.” 

“Th man that makes it must make a heap a money,” Enoch said, 
admiration in his tone, then, his voice nagging again like his father’s, 
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“They’re alius a-maken a fast buck on you, Mom. Recollect them 
pork chops, two, three days ago. They all briled away into grease, 
like that hamburger an th sausage.” 

“Grease at sixty cents a pound,” Clovis said, standing beside 
instead of behind her now. He put his hand on her shoulder, but his 
glance still searched the alley as he said, “Ycr mom ain’t used to 
buyen. She’s got to learn. It ain’t easy. Like Cassic’s dress ; over an 
over that clerk tells me it’s good cotton that’ll wash an iron like yer 
mom wanted. She said they’d be a label if it was rayon. But th first 
time yer mom set a iron on it, it melted down like ehewen-giim.” 

There was only one child going dowm the alley now and that a 
safety patrol boy. Still she watched; the turning away, the closing of 
the door would somehow be the closing of her hope that Reuben 
would come home. She clung to the hope, struggling against the 
mounting panic. What if he didn’t come home by dark? She had 
caused him to do this just as she had wasted Clovis’s money for rotten 
bananas and poor meat and all the other things they didn’t know 
about — the box of pepper half full, the rotten eggs, the rotten 
oranges, the sweet potatoes bought as a treat one night but all black 
in their hearts, yet showing no sign from the outside, like Joe’s eyes. 

She gripped the door-handle. She could raise bushels of sweet 
potatoes, fatten a pig, kilt it, and make good sausage-meat, but she 
didn’t know how to buy. She could born a fine and laughing boy 
baby and make him grow' up big and strong, but inside him all his 
laughter died. She heard screams and saw' the Bommarita boy, his 
head hunched under his jacket as he raced home in front of the Daly 
ice-balls. It was late when the Catholic children got home. But she 
continued to stand, unconscious of the cold wind whipping through 
the door. Then after what seemed a long time C'lovis, his voice 
troubled, said, “Me and th youngens is a-gocn to — to git some 
bananas. We’ll look around a little fer Reuben, but most like he’ll 
beat us home, fer we’ll be gone a while.” 

They were gone and the storm door shut. She tried ta-^te her 
kitchen work, but in the spells of silence between the aeroplanes and 
the trains she heard the white cat in the Icy Heart, the clock tick, the 
wind scream in the telephone wires, and once Whit, by the girls’ 
bedroom, moaned in his sleep and struck the wall with an outflung 
arm. She kept running to the door, but the alley was always empty. 

The pale red glow of the steel mill had brightened as twilight 
deepened into darkness, and overhead the lights of aeroplanes 
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glowed like wandering stars, before Clovis and the children came. 
They were too silent, and ate little of the supper of pork liver, fried 
potatoes, boiled beans, cabbage slaw, and cobbler made of canned 
peaches, 

Clovis sat a long while stirring his coffee round and round, and 
when the older children had gone from the table and the radio was 
loud, said, “1 think I’d better tell th police, Gertie.” 

“No— no.” 

He was silenced by her terror, and nodded when she said, “He’ll 
come. 1 know he’ll come. He wouldn’t worry me thisaway. He’s 
right around somewhere afeared to come home, afeared to go to 
school. He ain’t never been afeared,” she went on, her voice rasping, 
broken. “He don’t know what to make of it — bein afeared.” 

Clovis looked at her and she at him. Each saw the fear in the other 
but would not speak of it. At last Clovis, his face turned carefully 
away from her, said, “But, Gert, it ain't like back home. They’s 
traflic— he could git hurt — an we’d never know. They’s — they’s 
mean men. You — you wouldn’t know — quair mean. They’s gangs 
kills a boy ever once in a while. We’d belter git th police.” 

She shook her head violently. “No — no.” 

“His knife missen?” 

She nodded, and he did not urge her again; but seeing her restless- 
ness, for ever walking to the door with the drippy dish-rag to stare 
into the dark alley, he said, “Whyn’t you wrap up good — it’s mighty 
cold — take the llashlight an go look around. You can git to places 
we couldn’t in th car.” 

The wind lore at her coat, stinging her legs and her face, but it was 
better to be outside than in. The wind kept the smoke away, and on 
the side of the sky away from the steel mill she could see the stars. In 
spite of her worry she se;irched out the Big Dipper, though its bottom 
on the western side was washed away in the steel-mill light. As 
always, she pondered on the highness of the north star here compared 
to hwn<f. “The heavens declare the glory of God; and the firmament 
showeth his handiwork. Day unto day uttereth speech, and night 
unto night^ — — ” 

She walked on. What was the speech to her but loneliness? The 
stars and the night sky spoke to no one around her. It seemed a long 
time since even Cassie had talked about the stars or watched the 
moon rise. The steel mill took the sunsets, the evening star, and 
washed out the pale young moon. Reuben had liked to look at the 
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stars. Maybe he was now; crouching in the cold, freezing, looking 
up, crying at the coldness of the stars. She shivered and hurried on 
into the face of the north wind, trying to find the path into the swamp 
with the little trees. 

She crossed the through street, turned the corner by the filling 
station, and walked on past the brightly-lighted bowling alley and 
tavern. She went more slowly by their warm-looking windows, 
frosted like her own and double, but not too thick to let the juke-box 
music come seeping through. She passed a small factory where lights 
flickered blue behind the glass walls. 

Just ahead of her a man in an overcoat and a woman in a long, full- 
skirted dress got out of a car. They hurried, laughing, across the 
snowy sidewalk, then through a door that on opening Hung out steam 
and music and laughter. She had a glimpse of a large, dim room and 
couples dancing a dance quick and wild with much stamping of feet. 
A man almost as big as Victor, with a yellow-headed woman in his 
arms, was for an instant like a picture seen past the doorway. Gertie 
watched him as he stamped one foot, lifted the other high, threw back 
his head and cried out in laughter a strange and wordless sound. 
Past the dancers on a raised platform she saw dimly through the 
cigarette smoke the music makers; one worked an accordion, 
laughing as he played. 

The door shut, but the shouts and the music and the laughter 
seeped through in one thin sound like the singing of a fiddle far 
away. Then there was nothing but the wind and the snow and the 
cars going by, their window s shut against the cold, dark inside so that 
it seemed they drove themselves. 

She reached a vacant lot fringed with brush, where old newspapers 
stirred in the w ind among shadowy mounds of drifted snow. Farther 
lay darkness, where the yellow light of the street lamp on the corner 
did not reach. Reuben might have gone there. She plunged in and 
sank knee-deep in snow, but floundered on farther and farther from 
the light. She tripped over tin cans, struggled through ‘piles of 
rubbish, and slipped, falling at times, when she stepped on to one of 
the many little frozen ponds. Willow and alder brush and strange 
trees with unfamiliar twigs slapped across her face and tore at her 
clothing. 

Here the red light of the steel mill no longer warmed the snow, 
and overhead the stars were thicker, brighter than in the alley. 
Detroit seemed far away. If Reuben were close by, he would be in 
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such a place, as far away as he could get from the city. The brush rose 
above her head so that, if a body stood still and didn’t listen too hard, 
it was like being in a little wood where twigs instead of smokestacks 
and telephone poles stood between her and the sky. 

She snapped on the flashlight, and at once the illusion of being 
away from the city was gone. The snow was trampled by the booted 
feet of children; a banana skin lay close to a bitten-into bologna 
sandwich; and under the willows was a tiny pond criss-crossed with 
skate marks. 

A train thundered past, and through the willow twigs she saw 
fleeting squares of yellow light that held the blurred forms of people. 
The train was gone, and she was still, staring in its direction. She 
went back to her search and turned the flashlight off again. She had 
gone a few steps into the brush when she saw, half hidden in the 
willows, the figure of a man, the head dark above the snow-spattered 
shoulders. Reuben? Too thin, too tall — a tall man either wearing a 
closely-fitting cap or bare-headed. 

“Hello?” she said, but the figure continued still among the willows 
as if he held his breath. A man frozen dead standing up? A man 
followed her into the swamp? No man would follow her, so big, so 
ugly. A robber somehow knowing of the money in her coat? 

“Speak,” she said, and flicked on the light. Old and rusty iron 
glinted dully. She walked up to it, and saw the bell-shaped down- 
curving lop of an old lamp-post, a fancy thing rising higher than her 
head, but grown rusty waiting for a light. A closely-matted growth 
of vines and briars around the iron standard had given it the bulk of 
a man’s body. She turned quickly away, stumbling over the rubble 
of a sidewalk that had grown root-cracked and wrinkled waiting for 
the feet that had never come to walk under the never-lighted lamp to 
the houses that w'crc never built. 

She shivered, and hurried as if from a graveyard where the dead 
were only partly buried, plunging through snow and brush and tin 
cans Jidvwirds the railroad tracks. Though the wind came more 
fiercely over the tracks than in the swamp, her numbed hands and 
face and legs felt it but little as she strode on, taking three cross-ties 
at a stride, not knowing why she walked the railroad and never 
asking where. Walking was the thing, for only by walking could she 
find Reuben. She would find him and he would be hers again, with 
no wall between. 

She reached the switch leading to the steel mill, and hesitated. 
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and there by the slowly moving yellow eyes of engines. Reuben 
wouldn’t be there. On a night like this he would want the warmth 
and light of the steel mill. Victor would be working now. Maybe' he 
had seen Reuben. 

She hurried through the opening in the high steel fenee through 
which the trains went, remembering what she had heard of other 
foctories; there might be guards with guns to keep spies away. But 
no one bothered her as she came up the track, past piles of smoking 
slag and irregular heaps of scrap wailing for the furnaces. She 
reached the stripping-shed, and hesitated. While she stood there, 
wondering, the donkey engine passed, chugging slowly with its load 
of freshly poured steel, the uncapped tops of the moulds glowing red, 
sputtering like dying firecrackers. When the engine with its light was 
safely past into the stripping-shed, she stepped closer to the moving 
cars and felt the good heat of the hot steel on her chest and through 
her coat, for all the rest of her seemed frozen into numbness. 

The last car passed, and she crossed the tracks and went over to the 
pouring-shed. The great doors were shut against the cold, but 
through chinks and cracks the w'arni icd light came, and it was like 
the cook-stove back home on w'inter mornings before she had lighted 
the lamp. One pour, she thought, had just been finished, and another 
was almost ready. The ever rising roar and hiss and crackle of the 
electric furnaces muted all the other sounds — the blowing of whistles, 
the clank and rattle of the overhead cranes, and in the next shed the 
grating of the oven door, the muted clang of the drop-forge ham- 
mers, and at last the steel, crying, complaining, hissing, screaming in 
defeat as it went away under the great rollers. 

Last Sunday afternoon she’d sat with Clovis and the children in 
the car in front of the forging shed, but mostly, instead of watching, 
she had listened shivering and wanting to go home. It would be 
warmer there in front of the pickling oven. Maybe she could find a 
man who would hunt Victor and ask him had he seen Rei>be.'?. She 
started around the pouring-shed, but stopped when the donkey 
engine came again, this time with stripped ingots for the oven. The 
tracks were close, and the fierce heat of the glowing cylinders of steel 
hurt her face, so that she quickly turned her back, prcs.sing her body 
close against the iron doors. 

The engine went on, and cold touched her again, but she continued 
to stand with her face against the crack between the hinges of the 
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door, and through it she looked into the pouring-shed. She saw a 
huge, cave-like room filled with smoke and flame; not flame either, 
more like the play of lightning about the four furnaces along one side 
of the wall. The lights were for ever leaping, now blue, now red, now 
white; behind the shifting, trembling, leaping lights were dull glows 
and gleams. Above the furnace third from the front there was a 
wilder, brighter dance of lights, the thunderous hissing louder. 
Looking closer she saw llirough the smoke a giant kettle hung in 
front of it, waiting for the running steel, while on the other side of the 
shed a man who looked like Miller in the alley stood on a high 
platform and arranged moulds that were swung into position with 
hooks and cables worked by an overhead crane. 

The roar of the furnace grew ever louder. It trembled as if with 
eagerness to spew out the fiery mass inside it. Then, on a narrow 
platform by it, so close it seemed that it too should melt, she saw, 
puny-looking as a paper doll, the figure of a man silhouetted against 
the brightness. He dissolved in the red-coloured smoke, reappeared, 
vanished. She continued to watch, seeing sometimes his legs only, 
sometimes his shoulders, then all of him gone again; she pressed 
more closely against the crack, half afraid that he had flamed up and 
disappeared like a bit of paper flung into the fireplace. She saw him 
soon; now lie seemed bigger than a man, an iron giant, distorted as 
he was by the smoke and the flickering lights. 

She watched as he took an iron bar and punched it into the red 
side of the furnace, working quickly, with no air of skiltislmess, as if 
he knocked the bung from a keg of vinegar instead of eighty tons of 
running steel. A tongue of bi.iish flame leaped at him, and while he 
stood, seeming to watch, she realised it was Victor. Reddish steel came 
out, a thin, uneven stream; he worked the bar again; white-hot steel 
shot out with a roaring hiss and a blinding brightness. 

The stream widened, brightened, until she could see nothing but 
the steel. Even when she looked away, thinking of Reuben, wonder- 
ing haw to reach Victor, her eyes were like they had used to be when 
she looked too long at a bright sunset. Though now instead of suns 
before her eyes there were streams of steel, bright as the sun but not 
sunlike, more like a fiery fountain out of Revelation, springing in the 
land where might have w'alked the angel with the feet of burnished 
brass and the golden girdle, and above it the angel might have 
stooped to gather flowers. For out of the beds of flame and smoke 
the flowers came; long, gracefully drooping stems would for an 
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instant hang out of the kettle, lean earthward, blooming on the end 
into the blood-red flower, blooming, dying all in an instant, their 
seed a tiny lump of smoking steel. 

She had not seen Victor again, and the furnace had begun its slow 
tipping over the kettle, when a hand tapped her shoulder and a voice 
said, “Yu gotta git out, lady. Wives gotta stay behind du fence like 
anybody else.” 

She turned to face a figure so wrapped and bundled and booted 
against the cold that she could sec nothing except an old man’s 
faded, watery eyes above a w eathered, red-tipped nose from which one 
drop, red like a jewel in the light, hung trembling, ready to add its 
weight to the frost on the mulller over his mouth. “I’jn not a wife,’’ 
she said, “1 want to see Victor — up there.’’ 

“Lotsa women wanta see Victor,’’ he said, “but dey gotta wait 
behinda fence like du wives. Git now,’’ and he gestured with his 
lantern towards the high steel fence between the mill and the road. 
She had not noticed or thought of the fence, coming in on the tracks 
as she had. It stood no more than fifty feet away, and behind it were 
the red eyes of parked cars. 

“It's my boy,’’ she said, following the old man. “Reuben, he’s 
gone. I wanted to ask Victor had he seen him hangen around.’’ 

“1 watch,’’ he said. “I never seen him. Kids allatimc hanging 
round; but tonight, too cold.” 

“I figgered he might come to git warm,” she said. 

“Yu don’t warm by pouren steel — yu burn.” He opened a gate, 
saying, “Yu gotta wait like u rest.” 

“Ask Victor has he seen him,” she begged, and began shivering 
again. 

The old man answered nothing as he shuffled off towards the 
pickling oven that was opening now with a clanging and grating of 
doors, red light leaping out to show giant tongs fishing for an ingot. 
Gertie clung to the fence, shivering, hoping one minute to sec Victor, 
the next afraid. He was her last hope; after him w'hcrc wou4(U;hc go, 
whom would she ask? Close by her elbow a voice said, low-pitched 
and carrying through the noise, “Yu gotta wear slacks in this 
weather. Y u’ll freeze.” 

Gertie looked round, and saw the outline of a babushka-covered 
head, the cloth white, she guessed, but red now in the light, extending 
past cheeks and forehead so that she could see only the tip of a nose. 
“1 couldn’t sleep,” the voice went on, “an it was so cold 1 thought I’d 
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bring the car an meet him. He gets mad — but no more’n a month 
ago th oil in a converter exploded. A first helper got killed — he was 
down in u empty furnace. It was a sight th way he screamed, Bo said, 
burnen up in th oil, knowen he couldn’t git out.” 

Gertie shivered again, making the fence creak, but did not answer. 

The woman pointed towards the roaring glow. “Lookut ut 
shine,” she said, and without taking her eyes from the brightness 
moved her hooded head closer to Gertie, asking, “Yu know why 
they’s so much light outside — now? They’s a hole, a great big hole 
inna roof. You know how it come there? They was some snow inna 
scrap they lillcd number two with, a little ball of snow,” and she 
cupped her two gloved hands together to show the smallness of the 
snow. “It stayed there alia time a-turnen into steam while th steel got 
hotter. They touched — that white steel, that little bita snow — an 
number two blowed right throughda roof. They ain't had time to fix 
it. They never stop. They cain’t stop — war’s gotta have steel, this 
electric steel. It ain’t enough to be alia time watchen out ferda steel — 
th juice gits tint. I wish he’d never left that open hearth down in 
Birmingham.” 

“You frum th south?” Gertie asked, not caring. Talking might 
help take her mind off Reuben. 

“I’m frum all over,” the woman said. “Wherever they’s white-hot 
steel I’m frum. I was horned and raised in Arkansas, but I ain’t seen 
none a my people in thirty years. Was it good an quiet tonight? He 
pours. I wish’t they wouldn’t shut them doors, but when yu work in 
steel th wind feels mighty cold. Sometimes it don’t wanta go into th 
ladle an fights back and jur.ps all over. Sometimes it likes th ladle 
but don’t wanna go ina moulds an pours crooked — an when yu pour 
yu mustn’t toucha mould. That stecrull burn a mould right out, and 
moulds is harder to git then men. He’d a had his leg burned off 
three weeks hack but he had his asbestos boots on. An once th 
hoisten cable broke, but nobody was killed — burned some. Whena 
ladle iiell,*that steel, she spattered all over. He came home laughen 
about it. Was it good tonight?” 

“Good, real good,” Gertie said. 

“But th meaner it is, the better he loves it. An 1 toiler him. ‘Quit 
it,’ I says, when the war come. We was in Youngstown. ‘Quit it,’ I 
says, ‘yu can make as much in a factory. Let’s go to Detroit,’ I says, 
‘they’ll be factories.’ He come an they was steel. An I follered— never 
was a woman follered so.” 
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“It’s what a woman’s got to do, I recken,” Gertie said. “Foller — 
take on a man’s kind a life like Ruth.’’ 

“Ruth? Ruth who? Some woman in u paper? Paper’s full a 
pretty stories a women folleren their men up here, hunten houses, 
gitten lost.’’ 

“This Ruth lived a long time ago; when her man died she took up 
with his people.” 

“My man ain’t got no family, but he’s got people here in Detroit. 
Hunkies they calls em.” . 

“Da watchman told me bout da kid.” It was Victor, unnoticed in 
the noise, come to the gate. “1 ain’t seen Iiim,” he said, opening the 
gate. “He wouldn’t he liere; behinda fence kids git chased away.” 

“He's got to go someplace to keep from freezen,” she said. 

“Yu’ll freeze yourself,” he said. “Yu kid's gone back home, back 
toyu own people. Yu gotta come now an lemmc take yu home. 
You'll do no good out in this cold. I’ve got mu car; I’ll take yu 
home.” 

She hesitated by the opened gate. “You cain't lca\c yer v\ork.” 

“I’m gonna quit now. Il’sa little early, but no more pours on mu 
shift nohow. Yu kid’s gone; yu gonna kill yourself. Up here yu 
gotta wear slacks.” His big grimy face, the eyes ringed \sith clean 
white where the goggles had litted, smiled. “If yu got trouble buyen 
um big enough, yu want 1 should loan yu some a mine? Come on, da 
kid’s gone back to his own people.” 

“He didn’t have no money,” she said, coming through the gate. 
“I counted mine. He knowed where 1 kept it.” 

They had reached the car, newer and a liner mtikc than Clovis’s, 
the front seat spread with newspapers neatly placed so that the seat 
covers might not be touched with grime. “Da kid’ull be all right,” 
he repeated, “but yu’ll kill yourself.” He opened the dovtr for her, 
got in on the other side and started the motor, but sat a moment, head 
bent, listening as Clovis listened. “Cold— but she runs good,” he 
said, then from his jacket pocket he took a vacuum bottk.^wured 
coffee into the red plastic top, and handed it to her. “Drink ut,” he 
said. “Max’s good strong coffee do yu good.” 

She drank, and the strong hot coffee, after the bitter tearing wind 
and the noise and seorching heat of the steel, made the unlighted car 
with the windows closed seem a warm and kindly place, with Victor, 
his shoulders broader than her own, filling more than his half of the 
seat. He rolled his window down a little and listened to the running 



319 


of the steel mill. The down-bent listening face, with a nose and a chin 
and a forehead big and ugly as her own, made her think of old Uncle 
George Keith, the way he used to listen, nodding his head, reading 
each sound, when he was practising up the choir for a big revival at 
Deer Lick. He had worked in one of old John’s mines, and for the 
choir practice his face was usually smudged with grime like Victor’s 
now. 

“She’s runnen good,” he said, and rolled up the window and 
backed out of his numbered parking place, repeating, “Du kid’ll be 
all right,” then asking when they had turned into the street, “Yu got 
mu mudder’s crucifix finished?” 

“All but th face,” she said and added, “but I’m afeared she won’t 
like it. It ain’t pretty an it ain’t smooth.” 

“Dat’ll be okay.” he said, pleased. “It'll look genuine hand-carved 
— mu mudder all a lime wanted a genuine hand-carved crucifix. 
Yu’d better be home carving on it — take yu mind ofl'yu trouble.” 

She never turned to answer for staring through the car windows. 
Her glance snatched at all things— garbage cans, clothes-line poles, 
cardboard boxes, windblown paper, anything that could somehow 
change into the shape of Reuben. Her heart quickened as they turned 
into the alley. Maybe he was home. There was a light in the kitchen. 

She rushed up the steps, thanking Victor with short, absent- 
minded words, giving no answer to his concerned command not to go 
off again, but to stay home and, if she couldn't sleep, work on the 
crucifix. No one came to her first round of quick, insistent knocks. 
Clovis must ha\'c gone hunting for Reuben. He wouldn’t go to work 
and his own child gone. 

“Mrs. Ncvcls.” It was Mrs. Daly in her kitchen door, her apron 
steaming as if wet from hot suds. She held a whitish cloth that might 
have been a diaper as she came down the steps, calling, pitying 
concern in her voice. “Mrs. Novels, da kids told me at dark yu boy 
was gone. Maggie went quick, and over in Our Lady of All Help 
thcy’&,a mndle bunicn to St. Jude. Nothen so good as a candle for 
St. Jude when somebody’s lost. An keep a-callen da cops. You'll 
hear; I know yu will.” 

Gertie thouglit of Mr. Daly, and said, “Yes.” She pushed on her 
kitchen door, for behind the blinds she saw Clytie’s shadow. Clytie 
was only half awake, but still fully dressed, as if she had dropped to 
sleep on the couch. Her voice was complaining, disgust on her face 
as she looked at her mother: “Mom, I thought you never was comen 
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home. You fergot to fix Pop’s lunch fer work. Th cops said wand- 
eren around hunten a boy that age wasn’t no good.” 

“Thcops?” 

And Enoch, fully awakened at once, as was his habit, was running 
in calling, “Mom, Pop went to th call-box an called th cops. Two 
come in a car — a special squad, not jist th regular patrol. They’ve 
broadcast it; all th patrol cars is lookcn . . .” 

He fell silent under her hard, accusing stare. “It ain’t somethen 
you’re a-hcaren over the radio, son. It's your own brother gone.” 

“But, Mom, th cops said boys was alius — all a time runnen away,” 
Clytie said. “Tliey acted like it wasn’t nothen at all. They was kind 
a hateful, asken had he done any meanness er been in any trouble, an 
did he have a gun er a knife.” 

“Git to bed, youngens,” she said, and snapped on the living-room 
light. Reaching under her coat into her apron pocket, she brought 
out her knife, open, and stood looking towards the kitchen shelf 
where lay the pieces of wood for the cross and the cross-like Christ, 
finished save for a face. 

“Mom,” Clytie said, “you’re a-shiveren. They’s some colTcc left.” 

“I don’t need it,” Gertie said, but roused and took olf lier outdoor 
clothing. 

Though she lighted the gas in the oven and put her feet there, she 
was cold still, shivering so that the knife leaped about the dead 
Christ. After a while of useless trying, she went to the shelves across 
the end of the little hall and took down the jug of medicine whisky, 
poured herself half a glass, and drank it slowly, savouring its good- 
ness, its warmth and the memory of old John Sexton, who in spite of 
new-fangled w'ays never made anything but good whisky, like in the 
old days. 

Her hands were steady above the Christ, but still she sat a long 
lime, her knife poised above the blank face. So many faces — a 
million faces she had seen in Detroit, but no face for Christ — not 
Victor's Christ or any Christ. The face of the Christ wildi Ihe red 
sweet-gum leaves was dim now, changed like a tree from which the 
leaves have fallen. She got up at last, went back to the shelf, got 
another drink and the Bible. She opened it and sat by the kitchen 
table and searched a long time, thumbing through Matthew, Mark, 
Luke, and John. Once she sat staring at the lloor, her forefinger under 
the words of the other mother to her iwclve-year-old son, “Why hast 
thou thus dealt with us? behold, thy father and 1 have sought thee 
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sorrowing.” She began searching again through the worn pages, but 
most often she read, “I have sinned in that I betrayed innocent 
blood. . . . What is that to us? . . . And he cast down the pieces 
of silver . . . and he went away and hanged himself.” 

She read it for maybe the tenth time, each time thumbing away, 
but always going back. At last she closed the Bible with a quick, 
abrupt motion, shoved it from her, and took her knife and the face- 
less Christ; and the knife, as if with a mind of its own, gave a 
tortured, furrowed face to the drooping head. 

The face was finished and the Christ was on the cross with the tiny 
wooden spikes through his feet and his hands, and Detroit slept the 
restless, growling sleep of the small hours, when she heard quick feet 
up the steps and a key turning in the lock. “Clovis !” She sprang up, 
her hands shaking again, but the gaiety in his face reassured her 
before he had time to speak. 

“Gert, we’re awful fools,” he began, jerking off a glove, reaching 
towards his inside jacket pocket. “Reuben’s all right.” And from his 
billfold he pulled a piece of ruled paper such as the children used at 
school. He held it towards her, not so much reading as repeating 
words he knew by heart: 

“ ‘Dear Pop : I took S 20 to pay my way back. I hope it don’t make 
you run short. I don’t steel. I will pay it back. Back home I can 
make some money. I can trap and work for Granpa. I can’t stay 
here no more. Your ever loving son, Reuben.’ You know,” Clovis 
went on, gay as if he’d found a fortune, “1 never seen it till I. went into 
my billfold fer money to buy some ice-cream. I figgered if he took 
money he’d git it frum you stiJ uv his old dad, an that if he wrote it 
ud be to you. He’s took th money an put his note in this mornen 
when I hung my jacket by th bathroom. What’s th matter? Ain’t 
you glad?” 

Gertie nodded. “You know — I’m glad. Real glad.” 

“I yelled when 1 seen it an all th men come crowden round. An 
that i'ofcnfan told me to go home when everthing was runnen good — 
that fool Bunken had got a piece a stock stuck in his press. I got it 
out, but 1 had to have a man frum tool-and-die to put in a new plate. 
‘You go home an tell yer woman,’ tiiat foreman says to me. Who’d 
ha thought a blamed foreman would ha had that much heart?” 

She was silent, staring at the crucifix, and he for the first time 
noticed what she had done. “Aw, Gert, you’ve set up all night a- 
worken on that thing,” he scolded, his voice disgusted, pitying. 
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“What a you want to take all that trouble to whittle out them logs, 
when you could ha made th cross flat out a little boards in a third a 
th time.” He took the Christ from her unresisting hand and con- 
sidered it, frowning. “An if wastcn all that time on th cross wasn’t 
bad enough, you’ve done worse by given away fifty dollars’ worth a 
work a-whittlcn on this Christ. You didn’t haf to make him out a 
hard maple — an a have him a-bowen his head an a-showen his back 
thisaway. You’d ought to ha left him flat an a glued him on, stead a 
foolcn around with these little wooden pins. 

“You know what you need,” he said, pulling off his jacket, looking 
at her as she sat, lax-handed, head drooping above the Christ he had 
flung into her lap, “you oughta have a jig saw. With one a them 
things a body can cut out anything — Christ, cr pieces fer a jumpen- 
jack doll — it’s all th same to a jig saw.” 


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR 

V ICTOR was so pleased with the crucifix that he gave her twenty 
dollars; and, much to Max’s disgust, he let it hang for some days in 
the kitchen window where all the alley passing to and fro might see. 
Some, like Mr. Daly and Maggie, only glanced at it and hurried on, 
but others, such as Mrs. Anderson and Vegetable Joe, came up short 
at the first glance, went closer, then stood a time under the kitchen 
window, looking up at the rough log cross with the drooping 
figure. 

Many, particularly Mrs. Anderson, complimented Gertie on the 
fineness of her work ; but she always answered only with a slow and 
painful smile. The crucifix, more than most things, put her thoughts 
on Reuben. Worry on how a boy so young could travel all alone 
had let her neither eat nor sleep until a card came, postmarked 't the 
Valley, and written to Clovis, to deepen the hurt. “Dear* Dad. Got 
here all right. It is a nice day. I am walking out to Granma’s.” 

Several days passed, and she had again grown half crazy with 
worry before there came a letter from her mother: two pages of her 
complaints, little news, no mention of Gertie’s father, the last page 
and a half given up to Reuben. “Gert, what have you done to 
Reuben? He looks so peaked. He said you didn’t have much to eat. 
Poor Clovis is working night and day for you. And you are too 
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stingy to feed and clothe your family.” She stopped, but after a while 
she read the letter on to the end, then laid it on the kitchen shelf, 
where Clovis found it that evening when he awakened. 

“I wish Reuben had ha gone to my people,” he burst out with a 
bitterness surprising in him, when he had finished the letter. 

“He’ll hope cm git their wood an sich,” Gertie said. 

“It ain’t that,” he said. “Th Hull youngens’ull help Mom, but 
your mom’ull turn Reuben agin us. She’ll work him like a mule, give 
him no schoolcn like she done you. I’ll bet he never goes to school 
another day. An then when he’s growed up knowen nothen but how 
to be a work hand on a backwoods farm, she’ll be ready to git shet a 
him like she was you soon’s Henley got big enough to work.” 

Gertie Hushed. “But, Clovis, 1 alius thought you liked Mom. 
You alius got along so good with her.” 

Clovis smiled the way he had used to smile when they were boy and 
girl in school together. “If I’d ever a got along bad with ycr mom, 
you would ha had a time. Recollect all them years she claimed they 
couldn’t manage without you on the farm? I got to thinken she’d 
never give in, an was all set to go job-hunten in Cincinnati. It was the 
first summer Henley was big enough to do most a th ploughing. She 
heard about me leaven an writ right away. Recollect?” 

Gertie turned quickly away, hoping he had not seen her shame and 
surprise. She had never known about her mother’s letter. But Clovis 
never noticed. His eyes were on his memories as he said, “She’ll do 
no better by Reuben than by you.” 

Gertie turned to comfort him. “But, Clovis, it won’t be fer ever. 
We’ll be goen back home pre (y soon, an ” 

“Back home to what?” He was angry with her now. “I can hear 
cm all a-sayen — specially ycr mom, ‘Pore Gcrt, back agin with that 
tinkcren Clovis, an not a nickel to her name.’ ‘Tinkercn,’ ” he 
repeated. “I'll show cm they's money in tinkcren.” 

“But, Clovis, th war’ll be over, an when it is you'll be out uv 

a jobr-an^ ” She knew' she ought to hush. That was a thing 

at which he would not look, the future, when men stopped making 
things to kill other men. She was glad of the knocking that came 
just then on the kitchen door, and hurried to open it. Maybe 
no more than some teasing child who knocked and ran away, 
but whoever it was had stopped her tongue. Instead of a child, 
she found in the still alley where the smoke lay unmoving in the 
twilight a strange woman on her stoop, who asked in halting. 



324 


broken English if this were the place where crucifixes were made. 

Gertie nodded, and the woman asked how much for a Christ like 
the one that had been in the window. Gertie hesitated; it was a deal 
of work, but twenty dollars was a deal of money. “Tell her thirty 
dollars fer one like that, but that you can make somethcn cheaper,” 
Clovis was whispering behind her. 

The woman heard, and disappointment touched her eyes. Still, 
she opened her purse, asking, “What for, for ten?” 

Gertie pondered. “All maple — no walnut — plain sawed wood fer 
th cross — jist a few thorns in the crown. An fer ten dollars,” she 
went on, conscious of Clovis, “I couldn’t put holes in th hands an th 
feet and set in little pins — like I done in that other’n. But I could 
kinda make cm look like nails.” She flushed, hating the con- 
versation. 

The woman, after a spell of silent considering, shook her head in 
disappointment. “But why for because so high? Ten dollar — 
blessed? Mali. Gold-plated I can buy — blessed.” 

“It’s awful tedjus w'ork,” Gertie said, turning again to the supper- 
getting. 

“Yeah?” the woman wondered, but held out a fivc-dollar bill. “A 
deposit,” she said. Gertie took it and thanked her, but the woman’s 
dark face darkened still more and she continued to stand, frowning, 
until Clovis said, “She wants a receipt.” 

She gave it, and the woman went away, but Gertie stood looking 
at the five-dollar bill, new and clean as if fresh from a pay envelope. 
“Aw, Clovis,” she said at last, thinking on the unpleasant work 
ahead, “Christ wasn’t nailed on sawed lumber.” 

“Aw, heck, what difference docs it make? It ain’t Christ nohow.” 

“I know. But seemed like if I couldn’t make a Christ fer Victor, I 
ought to make him a right good cross at least.” 

Clovis yawned. “They’s millions an millions a crosses with a feller 
on em they call Christ; all out a .sawed lumber with th Christ straight 
agin cm, glued on, an now you want to change ein. That’.f on© a yer 
big troubles, Gert,” he went on when she had continued silent, “you 
won’t give in to bein like other people. But it’s somethcn millions an 
millions a people has got to do, an th sooner a person learns it, th 
better.” 

He then launched into his perpetual quarrel with Classic. “She run 
right by me, a-holdcn out her hand, a-jabberen away. They was a 
youngen a-yellcn, ‘Cuckoo, cuckoo, talks to herself,’ but Cassie 
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didn’t pay her no mind. An she didn’t watch where she was goen 
neither; recollect them glasses she’s wearen’ull break easy, an they 
cost eighteen dollars. You’ve got to make her quit them foolish 
runnen an talken-to-herself fits. Th other youngens’ull git to thinken 
she’s quair, an you’ll have another Reuben. An she cain’t run back 
home. An th more you play-act with her an carry on about how you 
hate th place, th harder it’ll be fer her.” 

Gertie turned away, her lips pushed tightly together. Last night, 
when she had finished the second of the dolls ordered by Mr. 
Anderson, she had promi.sed herself the pleasure of working on the 
chickadee for Maggie, making it to give away and as the knife willed. 
Then, she had thought, her mind for ever winging away from the 
hateful doll, she would start again on the block of wood. The man 
waiting for her there could heal a little of the hurt and this hunger in 
her heart for Reuben. 

However, tonight, as soon as she had finished the after-supper 
kitchen work, she took a chunk of the hard maple scrap and began 
on the ten-dollar Christ. Clovis lingered a time in the kitchen, and 
studied the way of her knife on the Christ. “Gert,” he said at last, 
his face all smiley with his plans, “I’ll bet in this town a body could 
sell a million a them things if they was cheap enough. 1 do believe — 
that tool-an-die man, he’d help— that I can rig up some kind a jig saw, 
cheap, that ud do th work in a tenth a th time, everthing on th 
crosses, and they’d be smoother, an prettier, too. An with a saw like 
that you could do a heap a th work on th Christ. That other Christ 
took too long, an he was ugly anyhow.” 

“Victor liked him,” she saio. 

“Victor’s quair. He’d luther set an listen to music than go to th 
movies.” 

“But I don’t figger Christ er enybody in th Bible was pretty. They 
seen too mueh irouble,” she said, trying to make the knife go 
faster. 

Cl#wislurncd away in disgust. “You’re alius wanten to change th 
wrong things, ’t on’d belter be a-worryen over changen Cassie’s crazy 
ways than quarrellen about how Christ ought to look.” 

Gertie worked on even after Clovis had gone to work. She 
roughly shaped the figure, and began on the crown of thorns. She 
remembered too late she’d promised the woman only a few. A 
feeling of guilt came over her, the same feeling she had used to have 
when in her girlhood she had waited by the spring until her bucket 
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overflowed, and she let it flow on, lost in some whittling foolishness 
or just savouring the peace of the hillside. Now it was money she 
wasted when she whittled a thorn, a strand of hair, or a fold in the 
loincloth that didn’t have to be there. 

She remembered the thorns on that particular Christ for a long 
time. It was over a wasted thorn that she made up her mind to do 
away with Callie Lou. Clovis was right. Happiness in the alley with 
the other children was better for Cassie than fun with Callie Lou. If 
she couldn’t have the witch-ci'.ild with the other children, she must be 
made to leave the witch-child. But now in the wintry weather, when 
Cassie couldn’t play much in the alleys anyway, it wouldn’t hurt if 
Callie Lou lived for just a little while longer. 

Reuben? Reuben was now. She stared a long time at the floor, 
the knife and work across her knees. She got up at last and put the 
ten-dollar Christ away. It was near morning before she got to bed, 
working as she had been at gathering up Reuben’s things. Piece by 
piece she laid them on the kitchen table: the notebooks and crayons 
Clytic had brotight from school when she told Mrs. Whittle that 
Reuben Nevels was gone, his clothing, a ball — his only Christmas 
present — some marbles, and a length of rawhide string he had 
brought from home. Lver\ thing he owned, except the hound he’d 
made for Mr. Skyros, and that she put away in her mother's round- 
topped trunk. 

The next night she thrust the bundle, that seemed surprising small 
when it was wrapped and tied, into Clovis’s hands as he was leaving 
for work. “When you git a chanct, mail it,” she said, choking, 
turning quickly away. She sat a long time that night working on the 
Christ, realising later that she had put more work on the crossed feet 
than the feet of such a cheap Christ should have. 

She made the cross and never argued further for logs instead of 
planks. She was silent now when Clovis talked about the millions, 
and complained of nothing, not even of the ley Heart when it f. oze 
the milk and made the oleo hard as iron. Though Clovis aUtimes 
complained of Cassie, he blamed her no more for Reuben. Still, she 
knew that most of the trouble with Reuben was herself — her never 
kept promises, her slowness to hide her hatred of Detroit. 

She moved Amos and Enoch into the room on the alley that she 
and Clovis had shared, and put herself and Clovis into the boys’ 
room next to Victor. Though smaller, Clovis liked it better, for it 
was quieter than the other room. The children accepted the gone-ness 
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of Reuben with no questions and little comment. Now and again she 
heard Enoch declaring in the alley that Mr. Daly’s lies had made his 
big brother run away. Other times she’d hear him brag that his big 
brother wouldn’t take no sass off nobody; he’d run away before he’d 
go to see the principal. 

Gertie spent long hours over the ironing and the tedious house- 
work, trying to think up words for a letter — a letter that would make 
him understand she loved him. Then, unable to put the words 
together, she would think past a perfect letter, written. Suppose he 
knew she loved him; as Enoch would have said, “So what?” Her 
love had ever been a burden, laying on him false hopes that, dead, 
weighed down still more the burden of his misery. 

She missed him, but could never tell him how she missed him most. 
She hated herself when she lied, trying to make herself believe she 
missed him the way a mother ought to miss a child. In the old song 
ballads mothers cried, looking at tables with empty plates and rooms 
with empty beds. But how could a body weep over a table where, 
even with one gone, there was yet hardly room for those remaining. 
The gas-pipes were still overcrowded with drying clothes; and eight 
quarts of milk instead of ten in the Icy Heart meant only less crowd- 
ing, not vacant space. Two pounds of hamburger cost less than two 

and a half, and She would hate herself for thinking of the 

money saved, and try never to think that living was easier with no 
child sleeping in the little living-room. 

She caught herself wondering one day in early March how it would 
have been w'ith cross Reuben home after the cold, soot-laden rains set 
in, when day after day, except for time at school, the children, even 
Enoch, were shut within doers; and the place seemed even smaller, 
smellier, more filled with steam and leaking gas and radio and 
quarrelling children than at any time since their coming. 

The hard-packed ice and snow changed soon into black water that, 
held up by the deeply frozen ground beneath, lay in a sheet, some- 
times inChes deep, over all of Merry Hill. There floated on it, merci- 
fully hidden until now by the layers of ice and snow, all the debris of 
the winter — newspapers, paper wrappings, orange rinds, and other 
garbage, lost and broken toys, and the frozen flcces of the many 
wandering dogs and cats. There was even one dead dog, around 
which a bevy of mud-splattered children congregated, but it, like 
everything else after tlie long burial in the sooty snow, was sooty 
grey. 
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Slushy water lay boot-top deep along the kerbs where the children 
had to cross with the safety patrols, and twice Cassie, like many of 
the smaller ones, had ‘gone under’. And Gertie, washing the mud 
out of Cassie’s boots, pondered on the powers that called men out of 
the hills and put them and their children into Detroit’s swamps. But 
Victor, coming out for a load of coal, was comforting. It would all 
dry up by summer-time, he said, and then there’d be dust instead of 
water. He waved his hand over the black lake of the alley. “Dey 
hadda put u factory workers somewhere. Dis place it was too wet 
futu grow potatoes, mu Pop allatime says. He knows. Dey tried u 
subdivide but u sidewalks went under, an inu depression everting 
went under.” 

Gertie, however, in spite of the ugly weather, gradually grew to 
look forward to that part of the day when Amos sailed ships in the 
wash-basin, Clovis slept, and Enoch was in school. She could then 
be easy in her mind, knowing lie was not fighting in the alleys or 
listening to what seemed worse than figlits on the radio. Such times 
were islands of quietness, holding a little of the lost goodness of back 
home; for often she and Cassie played lady-conie-to-see, and drank 
‘coffee’ and discussed Miss Hulfacre. Even the for ever sassing, 
giggling Callie Lou, staying now in the living-room because Clovis 
didn’t like the block of w ood in his bedroom, sat listening in respect- 
ful silence to the merits of Miss Hulfacre, “the best teacher that ever 
lived, an yu ain’t kidden,” Cassie always said. 

Callie Lou seemed less respectful when Cassie quoted Miss 
Hulfacre, “ ‘Of course you’re going to learn to read, but no child 
learns all at once. It takes hard work, you know.’ ” It was then 
usually necessary for Cassie to speak sharply to the block of wood. 
‘‘Recollect you ain’t so smart, an ye needn’t be a-laiighen ycr fool self 
sick. When you’re outside 1 hafta watch ye like a hawk cr you’d git 
run over.” 

Gertie would listen, smiling but feeling guilty in rcmembciing 
what she had promised Clovis — and herself. The alley ^cc« of, 
‘‘Cuckoo, cuckoo, talks to herself,” had to go. Cassie had to — the 
new word — adjust. Her mind would jump past the trouble. Maybe 
by the time weather good for playing in the alleys came the war 
would be over and they would be home, a family whole again with 
Reuben, and only the trees and Gyp to hear the talk with Callie 
Lou. 

Then, as if a piece of spring had somehow fallen into winter, the 
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west wind shifted south and came more steadily, and at last the sun 
shone. The sheets of water dwindled into smaller and smaller pools, 
all set about with black, glue-like mud in which the children never 
tired of playing. The mud lay so deep in many of the alleys that even 
the patrolling police cars never tried to come through. On one 
glorious windy afternoon, just as school let out, a coal-house only 
two alleys away caught fire, and the fire truck that came clanging 
stuck fast and stood helplessly roaring, smothered in children, while 
two women in housecoats put out the fire with water from their mop 
pails. 

Cassic called the big middle alley the Street-of-the-Flying-Kites 
because children stood there, unconscious of the mud halfway to 
their boot tops, their faces lifted to the yellow, green, and gold kites 
tugging against their hands as they fought to go higlier into the wind- 
washed sky. There, in the mud, was no danger that while your face 
was lifted towards the sky a car could come and send you there. 

It was on such a raw and windy afternoon that Enoch came 
clamouring through the door: “Gimme a nickel. Mom. Th popsicle 
man, he’s come.” 

Gertie wondered and stuck her head around the door. She 
frowned when she saw the cart with the ringing bell that drew 
children like the music of that Pied Piper in the old seventh reader. 
She frowned still more and shook her head firmly against Enoch’s 
pleas when she saw what the children brought away; their nickels 
gone for nothing but little chunks of frozen, sweetened, brightly- 
coloured water. The stulT was so cold it smoked, and so hard it 
sounded like hickory-nut luili > when some, like Claude Jean, cracked 
it between their teeth instead of sucking. The popsicle man, as if he 
knew her mind, lingered at the foot of her w'alk and rang his bell 
while Enoch, helped now by Amos and even Clytie and Cassie, 
begged, “It’s jist a nickel. Mom. We ain’t never had none. list a 
nickel. Gimme tit.” And then the whine that always hurt, “We're th 
onli«et ones ain’t got none,” 

Enoch jumped with joy when his mother shook her head in the 
weary gesture that he had come to know-. Later, when the nickels 
were spent, Gertie lingered on the stoop, puzzled by some strange- 
ness. The alley was filled with children, but among them all there 
was no fighting, quarrelling, name-calling, dirt-throwing, or even 
screaming. She was puzzled still when Mrs. Schultz, who lived on 
the other side of Sophronie with five on a fireman'.s salary, called 
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in rueful laughter, “I never can make up my mind. Is it worth it?” 

‘‘Them popsicle things?” Gertie asked. 

‘‘Oh no. If I had my way they’d have to pay me to let my children 
eat the stuff.” She waved towards the alley, filled only with the 
blissful sucking, crunching, cracking, lip-smacking, “No, the peace. 
Five minutes for five cents. I think, though,” she went on, turning 
towards her door, “I’ll freeze my own this summer. That twenty-five 
cents a day mounts up so.” 

“An yu kids'ull allatime wanta buy like du other kids. 1 tried 
freezing mu own,” Mrs. Daly said, the hint of a sigh in her voice. 

Gertie turned back into her kitchen. The hateful work of doing 
Homer’s shirts would just about keep her children in popsiclcs. 

The popsicle man, the children said, was the first sign of spring; 
and it was true that next day the sun shone more warmly and the wind 
came less raw and chill. The good weather held even into Easter 
vacation, early that year. During this vacation the children brought 
in from the alleys more talk of things that Gertie did not understand. 
She could not answer their questions of what was Lent and Holy 
Thursday, and why did Maggie’s mother let her starve herself for 
Lent until twice she fainted at early-morning mass. 

Maggie, Gertie thought, had come to no great harm. She seemed 
chipper as ever w'hen she came selling Easter cards. Not like poor 
Max, who had forgotten and used all her ration points for steak for 
Victor on a Wednesday night. He had roared out at the waste of 
meat and money and declared she'd done it on purpose to make him 
sin. Max had cried again that night behind the wall, and next day 
there was an urgency in her voice as she came, red-eyed, asking for a 
dream. 

The quick lengthening of the days brought sunshine early to the 
alleys, and with it came the children, even the very little ones who 
crawled more than they toddled, but big enough to play in the mud 
and water as they built dams, sailed boats, or just dug in the black 
dirt, using spoons, nail files, butcher knives, anything c.^eept the 
flimsy little shovels made for children’s digging. 

The older ones played wild running games of kick-the-can or cops- 
and-robbers, or, tired of these, they rode— roller skates, tricycles, 
bicycles, wagons, and scooters. Then, suddenly weary of everything, 
they would run away to some forbidden land, usually the swamp 
across the railroad tracks, from which they brought home boughs of 
the slightly swollen pussy-w'illovv buds. Many with factory-working 
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mothers could not leave the sunshine long enough for proper eating, 
but ate as they played, always ehewing peanuts or popeorn or candy 
or popsicles or some sturdier thing like a stalk of celery or a raw 
carrot, favourite foods of Wheateye. 

Even the least ones wandered freely in the safe world between the 
through street and the railroad fence, but were always losing them- 
selves or their possessions. Mothers and older children and even 
fathers would come hunting: a little girl in a green babushka on one 
roller-skate, a little boy with a squirrel on the back of his jacket; or 
“He hadda blue tricycle an red boots on”, “Her eyes is black but her 
hair’s kinda like platinum inu movies.” Others hunted clothing, 
“Almost brand-new, fourteen dollars fuda snow-suit anu kid loses u 
jacket.” Toys, usually toys on wheels, but sometimes other things 
also, were hunted: a black teddy bear, big, with blue eyes; and a bed- 
wetting doll. Still others hunted owners: “Dis yu kid’s shoe? 
Yu’ve got one about this size ain’tcha?” and a strange woman held 
up a small brown shoe, mud-crusted, but almost new. Mrs. Daly, 
hunting children and toys, paused long enough to advise, “Stick ut 
ona clothes-line pole. Somebody’ull see an claim ut.” 

Mufllers, mittens, scarves, and even snow-pants were shed all over 
the alley when the March sun came warmly down at noon. Little 
girls were little girls again, with skirts billowing above thin legs, white 
from long imprisonment in snow-pants. Long hair, hidden through 
the winter under snow-suit hoods, flew now like tl'.e billowing skirts 
above roller-skates, jumping ropes, or bouncing balls, while voices 
chanted, “A leansy, a clapsy, a whirl around to bapsy. I touch my 
knee, I touch my toe, and round and round, I go.” 

Gertie often looked at the little girls and wished Cassie were among 
them. But in the pretty weather, when all the others were outside, 
Cassie preferred to be indoors with Callie Lou. Clovis, for ever 
restless in his daytime sleeping, would hear her at times, and angrily 
command her to go outside and play. She would go, meekly 
obedient, but almost nc\er did she play with the others in the 
running and jumping games. Mostly, Gertie thought, because 
Clovis and Clytic, and even Enoch, had warned her so much about 
breaking the glasses, which, they never tired of reminding her, had 
cost eighteen dollars. Cassie also missed the bubble-gum boy. She 
had gone twice to his unit. Once, nobody was there. The second 
time she found strangers who had never heard of him. 

Gertie, however, learned one day that Callie Lou visited often with 



332 


the boy and his sister Mable; and listened to a long story of how well 
the children fared. She had spoken her part of the conversation in 
whispers, guiltily conscious of Clovis in his bedroom. The real 
spring with grass and flowers and budding trees would come and 
Callie Lou would have to go away, but let her live now in this short 
false spring. 

The alley mothers knew the fine, dry, windy weatlicr was a fleeting 
thing, and took advantage of it. Day after day they were busy 
washing windows, scrubbing the winter’s grime from stoops and coal- 
houses, while some, more optimistic than the others, took down their 
storm windows and stored them in their usual places of storage, under 
the beds. Clothes-lines blossomed with rugs, bed.spreads, curtains, 
and all the things unhandy for drying in the kitchens through the 
winter. 

Mrs. Daly washed every stitch of Maggie’s hope chest, and though 
twenty women must have stopped to exclaim over the beauty and the 
wonder of the pure white linens, Mrs. Daly could always point out 
some as yet unnoticed cause for admiration, such as the remarkable 
beauty of the rosebuds w'oven into a tablecloth. 

Even Max, hurrying by with an armload of groceries for Victor, 
stopped to study the lace on a doily, when Mrs. Daly, hanging 
diapers now', asked her if in all her travels she had seen anything like 
it. “It’s kinda like little waves,” Max said, standing on tiptoe, 
obediently peering up at the flapping doily, and trying hard not to 
shrug her shoulders at it. She turned sharply aw'ay, but as she came 
on up the alley, staring hard at nothing, she continued to repeat, “A 
wave. I’d lufta see a wave, a great big wave.” 

She looked so lonesome that Gertie, out rolling up her clothes-line, 
smiled on her, and said in comfort, “It must be kinda nice to recollect 
th sea, somethen like standen on a ridge an looken away at rows an 
rows a hills; only, them hills in th sea, they’d be moven.” 

“Yeah?” Max said, considering. “A big wave, all white on top but 
blue-black at u bottom — like a cave — a little- -no, not blne-bkick. 
Hell, have 1 forgot th sea?” A look akin to terror came into her eyes. 
She came very close to Gertie and looked up into her face, whisper- 
ing, “1 gotta see u sea. I just gotta. Victor’s mom, she’s never seen u 
sea. She don’t wanta see th sea. She’s never been outa Detroit. She 
don’t wanta be outa Detroit. She’s gotta stay stuck in Hamtramck — 
all her life.” She held her gum still, but at last chewed again, 
repeating slowly, “All her life.” 
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“But if a body loves a place,” Gertie said, “an it’s all their 
own . . 

“Yeah?” Max asked, turning to look back at the billowing hope 
chest. “An allatime be a kind a watchdog over junk like that — ^like 
Victor’s mom?” 

Gertie went on into her kitchen, which, after the sunny, windy out- 
doors, seemed even smellier and more crowded than usual. She took 
from the shelf her current piece of whittling, opened the inside door, 
and sat to work with only the broken storm door between her and the 
alley. Less than a week ago, before she had finished the ten-dollar 
Christ, Homer had rushed straight from his work to her kitchen. 
There he had explained in his neat, carefully worded way with her, as 
if she were a not too bright child who should be pleased by a grown- 
up’s notice, that he had another doll order for her. This was not a 
doll for a child. Come to think of it, he didn’t really want a doll. He 
wanted a figure, he had said, something of good wood, “a bit of folk 
art. Say, a woman in a simbonnct and apron, but barefooted, of 
course; and not so broadly smiling as t lie jumping-jack dolls. It’s for 
Mrs. McKeckcran, you know.” 

Mr. McKeckcran, he explained without being asked, was a vice- 
president. He was close, very intimate indeed, with Mr. Flint, and a 
most important man. Now, wasn’t it odd that his wife, Mrs. 
McKeckcran, should stop by his desk and admire the little whittled 
hen when she almost never came into the offices? “Oh no, Mrs. 
McKeckcran did not ask for a doll,” he had answered to Gertie’s 
rather harsh question. She had been in the middle of supper-getting, 
and his shirts, which she h id been afraid he might notice if she 
moved them, kept Hopping in her face as she stirred the gravy. 

He just wanted it ready to give Mrs. McKeckcran when the 
opportunity arose. He had gone away only after telling her all over 
again exactly how he wanted the doll, and also reminding her in a 
voice that Moses might have used to speak of God, that Mrs. 
McKcclferan was the wife of a most important man. 

Gertie sat now and worked on the doll, using the last of her 
walnut wood. She tried to hurry so as not to have to work on it when 
Clovis was awake to watch. He would quarrel as always about the 
deal of time she took, and start again the planning for a jig saw and 
patterns. But the knife, as if remembering the old days when it 
worked as it willed, was slow .and awkwiird, even contrary in the 
wood, so that the face seemed no face at all. 
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She grew more and more disgusted, more clumsy-handed. Outside, 
the wind blew, the children laughed and quarrelled and screamed, 
and two aeroplanes, high and silvery against the clean blue sky, made 
a kind of singing with the children and the wind’s cries and the steel 
mill. Mrs. Anderson’s Georgie was digging a gold mine by Gertie’s 
walk, flinging black dirt on to her stoop. 

She roused suddenly from her fight with the doll, and looked 
about her, wondering, snilling. She got up, snilTcd again through the 
broken pane, then flung open her door and hurried down the steps. 
She stood a long time staring at the black earth, rich-looking and 
alive. At last she squatted and bent her face close to it, and sniffed, 
her eyes warm as they had used to be when she set the first cabbage 
plants in early spring; this earth was black as soot, and strange, but 
the smell of it was much like that of other earth in other springs. 

She sat again and tried to whittle, but thought instead of hens 
clucking over eggs, sage grass burning at twilight, tlic good taste of 
the first mess of w'ild greens, and early potatoes going into the 
ground. Potatoes? Good Friday was late enough for the first beans, 
and in this week was Good Friday. Hands, knife, and doll dropped 
into her lap together. She had known. She had watched the days on 
the calendar; time for the rent, the car payments, the curtain man, the 
Icy Heart; but she’d shut her eyes to spring, the real spring back 
home. If they went home tomorrow it would be too late to get a 
mule and a cow and do all the things she would have to do before she 
could make a corn crop or even a garden. Now the money she had 
saved back home for land would have to go to get a start of livestock. 
Clovis had never been able to pay back the Henley money he had 
used as down payment on the Icy I leart and the washing machine. 

They couldn’t live hack home unless she farmed — at least a little. 
If they went back in the late summer or fall, they’d starve out on what 
little Clovis would make with his truck. His truck? 1 Ic didn’t have a 
truck. She twisted her head IVom side to side in an unconscious 
gesture of agony. Another year — a whole year in this plfjce,.and 
without Reuben; he’d be grown so she wouldn’t know him. He was 
maybe ploughing today, but not his own land with his own mules. 

She was whittling again, grim-faced and still when Mrs. Anderson 
came, Judy on one arm, Homer’s dirty shirts on the other. She 
studied the doll that Gertie made, and sighed. “Spring; back home 
there’s pasture with woods behind it, and I’ve always wanted to paint 
it when the dogwoods arc in bloom; after a rain it’s best, when the 
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dogwood trunks are sooty black, and now ” She smiled 

suddenly, “Maybe next spring.” 

“Mebbe, fer all uv us,” Gertie said, trying to smile, for Mrs. 
Anderson looked lonesome as Max a few moments ago. “You 
oughtn’t to feel so bad. You’ve got yer house, an you know you’ll 
be goen back pretty soon, an ” 

“My, my, Gallic Lou, you’ve got your lesson good, every word. 
Why, you’ll be going to the book-mobile and getting books of stories 
in this coming summer-time.” The voice, though low, was warm with 
love and admiration, yet somehow copied from one that Gertie had 
never heard, but the little chuckle that came after was pure Cassie. 
Gertie, her insides all torn from thinking on Reuben and the spring, 
took comfort from the happiness in the living-room, and smiled. 

She caught Mrs. Anderson’s listening look, saw her frown of 
disapproval. Clovis, when he chanced to hear such talk, frowned just 
as the woman frowned now. Gertie remembered her promise, and 
the smile died. Her voice was so harsh and hoarse that Mrs. Ander- 
son looked at her in wonder as she said, “1 rccken a body has got to 
say it’s spring.” 

Mrs. Anderson nodded in absent-minded fashion, for she was still 
the listener, looking towards the other room, “Docs she do that 
much?” she asked, whispering, but loud enough that Cassie heard, 
and there was silence. “I’ve noticed her in the alley,” Mrs. Anderson 
went on. “Talking to herself so much is rather bad, don’t you think? 
She ought to be out playing with the other children or she’ll be 
like 

She might as well have gone on and said it, Gertie thought; but 
smooth and polite the woman w'as, reminding her of w'hat she’d done 
to Reuben without saying his name. 

“You’ll have to help her grow out of that dream world,” Mrs. 
Anderson advised as Gertie continued silent. “They are, Homer has 
learned, supposed to give all that up when they are three or four 
years oM. The older children think them queer, and it gets harder 
and harder for them to adjust.” 

“Yes,” Gertie .said. She was glad that just then Gcorgie screamed 
and Mrs. Anderson had to hurry away. She tried to whittle again, 
frowning on the feet, trying to recollect with half her mind if 
she had ever seen a barefooted woman in a sunbonnet. Maybe 
Sue Annie in her garden, when the ground was soft. The knife 
handle slipped in her cold, sweat-oozing fingers. She drew a deep 
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shivering breath, sprang to her feet, the knife clattering to the floor. 

“Cassie Marie!” The loudness, the anger in her voice, startled 
her. More like a cry than a calling, a cry for the smell of earth that 
was her own, a weariness with the nosey, talkative woman, the piece 
of whittled wood that she had made contrary to the knife, “Cassie 
Marie!” 

She realised before the last cry was finished that Cassie stood in 
tiie passway staring at her, more puzzlement in her eyes than hurt 
and surprise at her mother's tone. Gertie looked at the child, then 
down at the whittling gripped in her hand. She’d made one foot too 
big. The ugly, hateful feet; she had to have anger. “Cassie Marie, 
you git outside an play. You're wasten a nice day a-setten a-jabberen 
to yerself in this shut-up smelly place.” 

“But, Mom, 1 ain’t a-talkcn to myself.” Cassie stared at her, 
puzzled. 

“Don’t be a-sassen me. You know well as I do you’re talken to 
yerself. There ain’t no Callic Lou.” Reuben was lost to her, the alley 
had the others, Henley was dead, his money gone, the land lost, even 
the doll was Homer’s. Giving up, giving up; now Cassie had to do it. 
“Didn’t yc hear me? Goon. Play with Ih other youngens. Git into 
yer snow-suit an stay out.” She was breathing hard, choked up 
inside, fighting down a great hunger to seize and hug and kiss the 
child, and cry, “Keep her, Cassie. Keep Callie Lou. A body’s got to 
have somethen all their own.” 

Instead, she was still, knife in one clenched hand, doll in the other, 
as she watched Cassie move slowly backwards, her frightened eyes 
fixed on her motlier’s face as she hunted desperately for some proof 
that Gertie scolded in fun, the way she had used to put a great black 
storm upon her lace, pull her thick black brows together, and even 
stamp her foot to frighten Callic Lou. Gertie sat again, and tried to 
fix her glance on the doll that seemed somehow to have taken 
Homer’s face. 

She would not look up when Cassie, having dressed s.iuiokly, 
squeezed past her chair to get outside. At tlic door Cassie, so close 
her body brushed her motlier’s knees, stopped, and slowly turned 
back. Her dismayed, friglitencd glance touclicd her mother’s face, 
went past it tlien to the block of wood, and Gertie saw the yearning, 
hungry glance. She opened her mouth, then closed it, the lips 
pushed hard together, and sat, head bowed over the whittling, while 
Cassie went through the door and down the steps. 
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She couldn’t let her go like that. She flung the doll on to the table, 
and hurried outside. She had to hear Cassie’s voice again ; the sound 
of it would reassure her, tell her that Cassie wasn’t killed by this 
killing of Callie Lou. She stopped at the foot of her steps when she 
saw Cassie a few feet farther up the alley. 

The child turned swiftly at the sound of her mother’s coming, but, 
after one glance at her face, stopped and stood a time in silence, 
looking half-hopcfiilly, half-fearfully at her. At last she asked, in a 
low, hesitant voice, “Mom — can 1 go in now? I’d be still, real still — 
an not wake Pop.’’ 

Gertie would not look at her. “You’d jist be a-jabberen away a- 
talkcn to ycrsclf. You need a little air an youngens to play with.” 

“I never talk to ” But, unable to find her mother’s eyes, Cassie 

was still. She stood looking about the alley in a lost and lonesome 
way as if she knew nobody, nothing, not even her own home in all the 
place. Gertie with sudden swiftness strode up to her and pulled a 
pigtail from under her coat collar, then searched for the forever 
missing mitten in a snow-suit pocket; then, as if taking courage from 
her mother’s touch, Cassie asked, all in a quick, trembling breath, 
“Mom, don’t you like Callie Lou no more?” 

Gertie squatted by the child on the pretext of straightening her 
snow-pants, but her hands went instead to Cassic’s shoulders as she 
looked into her face, and tried to smile. “I’ll bet you can see little 
girls in my c>cs today; it’s sunny.” 

“Mom?” Cassie’s voice was hoarse now, close to crying. “You 
don’t like Callie Lou no more?” And Cassie never hunted little girls 
in her mother’s eyes, but seaichcd her face for trace of Callie Lou. 
Gertie got slowly to her feet, her hands straightening the snow- 
suit hood now, but absent-mindedly, wanting only to touch Cassie, 
hold her, when the voice came again, abjectly begging now, “Mom, 
why don’t you like Callie Lou no more?” 

Gertie’s face twisted with a forced smile that made her seem 
as if slid bared her teeth in anger to match the anger in her eyes. 
Her voice was hoarse and ugly as she said, “Now, Cassie, you 
know there never was no Callie Lou. Back home you never did 
have nobody to play with but Gyp an th trees — so you thought up 
Callie Lou. But here you cain’t go around a-talken to yersclf; th 
other ” 

The words so hard to speak were wasted, for Cassie was running 
away, not holding out her hand, or with giggle-filled eyes peeping 
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over her shoulder, but with head down, arms pumping, running 
as if there were but one thing left to do in the world, and that to run. 

Gertie, worried at first by her wildly running ways, spent much 
of the afternoon watching her in the alley. But Cassie never ran 
farther than around the buildings or across the big alley to the 
railroad fence. She lingered longest by the fence, always alone, 
peeping, Gertie thought, between the cracks of the upright boards 
at the trains going by and the slowly moving engines in the switch- 
yards. 

That night at supper Clovis quarrelled at Cassie because she 
ate so little, and advised her to get out and get more fresh air while 
the weather was halfway good, for it would most likely be snowing 
by Easter. “She's been out,” Gertie said, her voice so snappish that 
Clovis looked at her in surprise. Cassie’s almost untouched plate of 
food troubled her, but she mustn’t let herself think it had anything 
to do with Callie Lou, or that some strange lonesomeness that hung 
about the overcrowded little place, as when they had lirst come, was 
there because the witch-child had gone away. 

However, by next evening Gertie worried less. Though the day 
had been chill, with a raw wind and black clouds piling in from 
the north, Cassie had spent most of it in the alley. True, she had 
stayed, usually alone, in the safe place bctw'een the alley and the 
railroad fence, but that night she seemed happier and ate a fairly 
good supper. 

Sleety snow set in next day, but Cassie begged so hard to go 
outside that finally in the afternoon Gertie let her go, partly because 
she herself wanted to go to a store some blocks away where she had 
heard there was yellow soap and ham to sell. If she left them all in 
the house together, therc’d maybe be fussing and quarrelling 
enough to waken Clovis. A few minutes after Cassie had gone, 
Gertie was hurrying into the big alley when she heard from farther 
down the alley the low murmuring, “Don’t cry, C'allie Lou. You re 
a big girl now. Stay over there acri'st th railroad tracks' in ilicm 
little trees. Nothen’ull hurt you. It’s so cold I’ll hafta go inside. 
Good-bye now an ” 

Gertie stepped quickly back, but too late. Cassie, jiist turning 
away from the fence, saw her and looked so guilty and frightened, 
as well as cold, that Gertie pretended she had not heard. She was 
meekly still, shivering with cold, as Gertie re-tied her babushka 
and advised, “Honey, it’s so cold an raw outside, you’d better git 
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in. An when I come back I’ll bring you some candy Easter eggs, all 
colours.” 

However, after all the walking about in the damp cold, Gertie 
came home with the Josiah basket swinging empty on her arm, 
her brows drawn together in wonderment. The streets had been 
so still, more empty-seeming than on a Sunday, and this was Friday 
afternoon. She had tried three stores, and all were closed. At the 
third a woman liad come to her rattling of the knob, but had only 
shaken her head, frowning fiercely on the basket as if the carrying of 
it were a sin. 

She had her own door only part-way open before Clyde met 
her with troubled lamentations, not unmixed with shame. “Oh, 
Mom, I heard Miz Daly an Miz Bommarita a-talken back an forth 
about you. They seen you go off in th middle a tres ore. I fergot, 
but looks like you would ha knovved — you’re supposed to stay 
home an pray er go to church cr some kind a movie through tres 
ore. 

“Huh?” Gertie asked, sliding the empty basket from her arm, 
remembering only that it was the Friday before Easter — time to plant 
beans back home. “What, what is it now, this ” 

Afraid some neighbour might overhear such ignorance, Clytie 
closed the inside door before she repeated, “Tres ore. It’s when 
Christ was dycn on th cross. They tell yu over th radio to keep it, an 
it’s somethen yu gotta keep in Detroit or they'll eall yu a heathen 
what never beared a Christ.” 

“1 ain’t so certain Christ ever beared uv it either,” Gertie said, 
weary with the long walk in the cold, the angry woman, and now 
Clytie’s quarrelling. “I’d lots ruthcr recollect him alive a-goen to 
feasts an sich than on this . . .” 

“Ties ore,” Clytie repealed. 

Gertie, in time, learned the new word, though she sorrowed less 
for not having known it than for the one she should have known on 
Eaiter morning when Christ was risen. Amos cried, Cassic swallowed 
liard, and Enoch and Clytie were ashamed because on Easter 
morning tlicir unit was the only one in the whole alley not visited by 
the Easter bunny. 
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CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 

Hardly a corner of the sandwich was gone, and the cocoa 
Gertie had made especially for Cassie because she, unlike the others, 
had never learned to like the city milk, was untouched, but Cassie 
pushed her plate away, and said, gagging a little, “I’m full. Mom. 
Can I go out an play now?” 

“Don't ye want a little ’lasses frum back home?” Gertie coaxed. 
The child’s tired-looking, unhappy face troubled her. All the doubts 
and wonders that had at times tormented her since she’d done away 
with Callie Lou more than a week ago came over her now, though 
her reason told her that a little thing like a mother’s scolding 
wouldn’t make a child lose her appetite and be restless in her sleep. 
She was catching cold in this wintry weather after Easter, that was 
what ailed her. “You’ve got to eat somethen er you’ll be sick,” she 
said. 

“But I’m full,” Cassie repeated, then asked again, anxiously now, 
“Can I go outside. Mom? — I gotta go.” 

“No, it's a-spitten snow,” Gertie said firmly, and added with 
vexation, “You ain’t tot)k olT your snow-suit jacket. Time an time 
agin I’ve told you youngens not to set around in this hot place with all 
your outdoor riggen on. Take it off,” and she reached for the jacket. 

Cassie sprang away and stood, her arms clasped tightly across the 
jacket bosom as if to hold it on while shame and fear reddened her 
face. Gertie stared at her in puzzlement until Clytie cried, “She’s a- 
hiden somethen under her clothes. Mom.” 

Gertie looked at the jacket, flat with no bulges, and then at 
Cassie’s trembling chin and brimming eyes. “You’ve got to let me 
take that off, honey.” 

Cassie’s arms dropped by her sides. She blinked rapidly and tried 
hard to hold her quivering lips together, but the tears came and w'th 
them the shamed and troubled sobbing, “I ain’t done nothen. Mom. 
Honest.” ’ 

Gertie never understood until, with the other children watching, 
she had undone tlie jacket and found the note pinned with a small 
safety-pin to Cassie’s dress collar. 

“Dear Mrs. Ni;vixs: 

“I would like very much to have a talk with you about Cassie. 
Could you please, sometime soon, but at your convenience, come up 
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to school? You may see me either during the noon hour or after 
school.” 

Gertie had not finished when Clytie, reading under her elbow, 
cried, “She’s been up to some meanness. Mom.” 

“Hush,” Gertie said, her chin trembling almost as much as 
Cassie’s, as she patted the child’s shamed, bowed head. “Her an Miz 
HufTacre have alius got along good together. An she’s learnen to 
read. It cain’t be nothen much.” She looked at the clock. “If I hurry 
I can go right away an see her this noon hour.” 

“Look, Gert,” Clovis, awakened as always by any sound, no 
matter how small, but out of the ordinary, yawned and struggled, 
with sleep in the passway. “You’ll jist go up there an have another 
quarrel like you done with Reuben’s teacher.” He studied the note. 
“Most likely it's not much, but mebbe I’d better go — in a day er two. 
She didn’t say there was any hurry.” 

“I’d ought to go,” Gertie said. 

But Cassic caught her apron, begging, “Please, Mom. Don't go. 
I don’t want Miz Hulfacre mad at me like Reuben’s teacher. I ain’t 
done nothen.” 

And Cassic cried so that even Clytie comforted: “Aw, honey, it 
ain’t much. Mcbbc you’ve been a-talken to yerself in time a school, er 
mebbe you fergot to blow ycr nose. You’re allatimc a-snifflen an 
snuflin.” 

Enoch reminded her that “ole Miz Hufl'acrc” was the strictest 
teacher in school. But Cassic only cried the harder, her words 
between the sobs a heartbroken moaning, “But 1 thought w'e liked 
one another so.” She went to the block of wood, and stood a long 
time by the chair that held it, looking up at it. Gradually the sobs 
left her, but obediently she kept her silence with the wood, not even 
smiling on the being hidden there, only sighing as she turned away. 
She came again to Gertie, begging so with her voice and her eyes to 
go outsfdc that Gertie at last let her go. After all, there were many 
other children playing in the alley in spite of the raw winds and half- 
frozen mud. 

Once outside, Cassic seemed much happier. Gertie, each time she 
looked out, saw her, usually in her favourite place, the little island of 
safety between the big alley and the railroad fence; at times she even 
heard snatches of laughter and singing, though no conversation. 
Callie Lou, she guessed, had really gone away. 
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Gertie let her stay until supper-getting time, but, once inside, Cassie 
wandered about with a forlorn and weary air, so silent that Mrs. 
Anderson, who dropped in a few minutes later with Judy, wanted to 
know if she were sick. Gertie answered somewhat shortly that 
nothing ailed her. Her “No” to Mrs. Anderson’s question of did 
Cassie take vitamin pills was sharper yet. Still Mrs. Anderson 
lingered; she had come, she said, to learn if one of these days Gertie 
could make a doll for Judy. Gertie wished the woman would go 
home; Enoch and Clytie were beginning their evening squabble over 
the radio, and it plagued her to have somebody sit and listen and at 
the same time watch the supper preparations. 

She was glad when, as she was opening a can of corn, Georgie 
came pounding on the door — “Mom, Mom — Pop’s coming disaway. 
He see da shirts — ” and he sprang inside and stood grinning happily 
at his mother. 

Mrs. Anderson bit her lip. “Georgie, please, ‘He will sec,’ not, ‘He 
see.’ But whatever arc you talking about? Your father has seen lots 
of shirts.” 

“Oh yeah?” Georgie said, smiling at one of his father’s shirts, 
freshly ironed, and hanging on an overhead pipe. He peeped through 
the door, then began jumping up and down in an ecstasy of joy. “He 
did see me run in here. He learn about u shirts on account u I run in.” 

Mrs. Anderson gave the shirts one uneasy glance, then looked 
about the kitchen in hasty searching, like one hunting an exit sign in 
time of fire. Her glance happened upon the fried potatoes that 
Gertie, hoping the woman would take the hint and go home, had 
dished up and set to keep warm on the open oven door. “Judy's so 
hungry, could you please let her have a few pieces of potato?” 

Gertie was so startled at the idea of Judy’s eating fried food that 
she forgot to hold her head down, and bumped it on the corner shelf. 
Homer would 

“Is the figure finished?” he asked breathlessly, before the door was 
fully opened. His naturally round eyes, rounder now than ever and 
bulging with excitement, were fixed on her face as if her answer were 
the most important thing on earth. She nodded, and wondered at 
his smile-dripping face; pleased it was, as Jacob's with his brother's 
birthright. 

Mrs. Anderson put another crispy round of potato into Judy’s 
mouth and smiled at him. “Whatever is the matter, dear? Don’t you 
see us, all your family along with Mrs. Ncvcls?” 
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“Of course, of course,” he cried, smiling, rubbing his hands. 
“Mr. ” 

, Georgie began screaming, “Lookut! Lookut, Judy’s got fried 
potatoes. She’ll be sick. They’re not on her diet. I’m gonna have 
some,” and he snatched the few pieces left from the saucerful Gertie 
Iiad given Mrs. Anderson for Judy. 

“Shut up,” Homer said, and Gertie thought he was going to slap 
his firstborn. Georgie thought so too, and ran into the passway, 
where he stood screaming. Judy screamed because all her potatoes 
were gone. Gertie gave her some more, and Homer, unable to make 
himself heard in the uproar, fell silent and for the first time noticed 
the potatoes. And then he only shrugged his shoulders and smiled, 
explaining to the puzzled Georgie, quieted now with more potatoes, 
“Over-rigidity in any training sometimes develops unpleasant 
consequences.” He looked at his wife, but got only a shade of dis- 
approval through his joy. “But now will she eat her puree of liver? 
This is her night for puree of liver, isn’t it?” 

Mrs. Anderson nodded and shivered. “And, ugh, how I hate to see 
her eat that damned stuff!” 

Georgie looked at his mother, and so great was his surprise, 
turning swiftly into admiration, that he could neither eat nor speak; 
but Homer only looked impatient, like one eager to talk, as Mrs. 
Anderson continued, turning now to Gertie, “That liver soup has 
the most horrible colour. You know. I’ve o ften thought that if I 
could paint with strained baby foods I might get famous. The tints 
would be something unknown in nature and as yet iinconceived by 
man.” 

Homer never heard. He was saying, as he took the barefooted doll 
Gertie handed him, “Come, Georgie. We must get home. Daddy 
and Mother have to go out.” 

Mrs. Anderson leaned wearily baek in her chair, crying, “Again! 
Those terrible Turbis.” 

Honlfcr seemed ready to dance on his toes. “The Turbis may be 
there. But we are going— the McKeekerans have invited us to their 
home.” 

“McKeckeran! MeKcckeran? You mean the people who 
practieally forced us to go to that hockey match. The wife, you said, 
gave the tickets. Whatever in the world does the woman have 
against me?” and Mrs. Anderson looked ready to weep. 

But Homer was almost angry. “Against you? It was a thoughtful 



344 

gesture for the wife of a Flint vice-president to make to a stranger 
and a — a subordinate.” 

“Subordinate?” Mrs. Anderson asked, her face reddening. “Shall 
we kneel as before the Pope or only curtsey as before the Queen of 
England?” 

“Don’t be facetious,” Homer said, reaching for Judy. “It’s just an 
informal gathering, nothing to get excited about; business mostly, 
hardly social. Mr. McKeckeran told me in person ; we were to have 
this conference tomorrow morning, but it was decided that Mr. 
O’Hara should go to St. Louis early tomorrow — labour trouble — so 
Mrs. McKeckeran suggested that we all meet in their home. Wasn’t 
that thoughtful? He said just come as you are about seven-thirty or 
eight, and by the time we eat and you get ready ” 

“Ready?” Mrs. Anderson asked with an exaggerated showing of 
surprise. 

“Of course.” 

“But I’m honest. ‘Come as you arc,’ the Duchess said; so I go as I 

“Lena, dear, you must put on a dress and different shoes.” 

“You mean put on the dress and the shoes. This suit is okay; old, 
I bought it before I married, when I could afford nice things, but the 
cloth’s good.” 

“But it would look — well, disrespectful — an old tweed suit in the 
evening.” 

Mrs. Anderson followed him to the door, her eyes too bright, her 
jaw too hard. “I will in this sweater and skirt be just as respectful as 
at Turbis’. In respectful silence I will sit and listen to talk of shines, 
kikes, and baseball. I may even smile on the jokes about barefoot 
hillbillies and ignorant ministers from the South. Ugh, I hate my- 
self!” 

They were gone at last, and Enoch, who had been listening from 
the doorway, said, “Gee, Mom, ain’t that somethen? They're gonna 
see a man that knows old man Flint hissclf.” 

“All th same,” Clovis, who had also been listening, said, “I’ll bet 
she goes as she is. She’ll knuckle down so much an no more,” and 
his voice was envious. 

Clovis was right. When Gertie went to baby-sit, she found a 
restive, pink-faced Homer, freshly shirted and shaven, snappish, yet 
somehow subdued. Mrs. Anderson, serene and pleasant in the 
sweater and skirt, was saying just as Gertie went in, “Tell her, dear. 
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that my mink coat and Paris creations are in storage — wheat storage 
in Muncie, Indiana.” 

However, when they came back, less than three hours later, Mrs. 
Anderson seemed curiously subdued, silent, until Gertie asked, 
“Well, how was it?” 

“I don’t ex ” 

But Homer, taking off his rubbers, cried behind her, his voice 
bubbly gay, “Now, Lena, my darling, you know you had a wonderful 
time. Why, you were the hit of the evening. Mrs. McKeckeran took 
to you at once, and asked you to help out with the refreshments. 
You two were gone so long in the kitchen, you must have had quite a 
conversation, though I must say I had expected highballs instead of 
tea.” 

Mrs. Anderson turned to Gertie, who was getting into her coat. 
“It’s really pathetic. The war has forced — not forced, cither; nothing 
forces Mrs. Me — Bales ” 

“McKeckeran,” Homer cried. 

“Homer, dear, Mr. Flint has sixty-two vice-presidents. It's like 
trying to remember the names of both the major and the minor 
prophets. Anyway,” she went on, looking into Gertie’s eyes, which 
had met her own on the name ‘Bales’, “this poor woman has through 
patriotism cut her staff by at least nine-tenths.” She clucked her 
tongue. “She doesn't even have a full-time butler any more. He 
works in one of the Flint plants, and only helps out occasionally. 
They haven’t even but one chauffeur left, I gathered. Isn’t it 
pathetic?” 

Homer, in spite of his beaming happiness, was looking slightly 
pained. “You’ve made up your mind to hate Detroit’s industrial 
leaders. You certainly can’t compare Mrs. McKeckeran with Mrs. 
Turbi or Mrs. O’Hara.” 

“Poor ladies,” Mrs. Anderson said, still talking to Gertie, “they 
were like cheap rayon taffeta against iiand-woven silk — a shade too 
shin^'. Mrs. Turbi was dressed as if for a bullfight — bare shoulders. 
Before the evening was over, her shoulders were one mass of goose 
bumps, and I think Mrs. Me — you know. Bales ” 

Homer opened his mouth to protest, but Mrs. Anderson rushed 
on, “Our lady enjoyed every teeny-weeny bump. She was so kind 
when she explained — she wore a beat-up old suit, older than this but 
much, much better, something she’d had made, perhaps in London, 
years ago — she’s well travelled. But anyway, she was so sweet when 
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she explained to Mrs. Turbi that she’d just got home from her war 
work and that since Pearl Harbor she’d never dressed for dinner. 
Isn’t that terrible! And she was even sweeter when she explained to 
the bare-backed ones that in order to conserve oil she keeps the 
furnace at sixty. And she has the loveliest maid,” she added as Gertie 
went out of the door. “Her name is Johala. She got back from roll- 
ing bandages, she said, just as we were finishing in the kitchen.” 

“How odd, introducing one's maid,” Homer said, opening the ice- 
box as Gertie went down the steps. 

She stood a moment on her stoop, searching for the stars, but a 
pour was crimsoning the sky, and there were none. She looked first 
at the clock when she got in, then hurried into the bedroom to waken 
Clovis. She saw that the alarm must have gone off, for he lay with 
the light on, one arm across his eyes, the other flung out of the bed 
with the silenced alarm clock gripped in his down-hanging hand. 
She could, she decided, give him five minutes more. He looked so 
tired. She gently took the clock from him, laid the hand back across 
his chest, squeezing it a little as she might have caressed Cassie’s 
hand. He came suddenly out of his half-sleeping and smiled at her. 
“You a-tryen to make love to me. Old Woman, when I’m slccpen?” 

She flushed, dropped his hand, and backed confusedly away. “I 
was jist a-thinken, Clovis, that — that, well, if all these years we've 
been a-liven together I could ha seen Homer ever onet in a while — 
why I’d never ha quarrelled at you atall.’* 

“Ain’t it th truth?” he said, getting out of bed. “Evertime 1 look at 
that gigglen,yaller-headcd fool frum Georgia that’s alius a-nceden me 
tu fix somethen, I think what would I do if 1 had to live all th time 
with a woman like that.” He was suddenly thoughtful, pulling on a 
shoe. “All th same, Gcrt, be nice to Homer. You don’t know, he 
might some day hep me keep a job. Anybody that goes visiten that 
McKcckcran ain’t peanuts. Ikit,” he added quickly, “don’t be a- 
sayen nothen to Whit an Sophronie; nolhen gits a body in bad with 
them union stewards an sich than to let cm think you’re tryen tq hug 
up to th foreman er somebody in the company.” 

She nodded, wondering if she should tell him she had seen the 
other half of .Mrs. McKcckeran, but then maybe Mrs. Bales, the poor 
and lowly gospel woman, was supposed to live in secret from all of 
Mr. Mint’s world. Then she forgot the business, in thinking of 
Cassie, who had been in the back of her mind all evening. “Clovis, 
don’t you think mebbe one a us ought to go see that teacher right 
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away? She might mebbe want us to do somethen that ud hope 
Cassie.” 

“Aw, Gert, I’ll go in a day er two. I been aimen to git me some , 
new Sunday shoes. I hate to go looken like a tramp in my work 
shoes. If you go, it’ll be like that other trip. You cain’t hep it, an 
some a these people up here thinks people like us is dirt under their 
feet. An anyhow, I figger it ain’t nothen much. She’ll most likely 
fergit about it in a day er two.’’ 

Gertie said nothing more, but in the following days she often 
found herself wondering what the teacher could have wanted. 
Cassie, who now spent most of her spare time outdoors, seemed 
happy enough in spite of her silence in the house, and Gertie had no 
wish to worry her again by discussing the letter. She thought at times 
of telling Mrs. Anderson about the business. The woman would 
agree, she thought, that Clovis, since he insisted on going himself, 
ought to go now. 

But with a body like Mrs. Anderson, there was little chance to talk 
of anything except the double woman. Wonderings on the how and 
why of Mrs. McKeckcrun now occupied Mrs. Anderson even more 
than her critical musings on the why and when of Mrs. Daly’s ninth 
baby, which had since Christmas taken up much of her mind. It 
seemed the woman couldn’t think without moving her tongue. 
Homer’s shirts gave her an excuse for dropping in on Gertie, so that 
it w'as Gertie who had to listen. “You know,’’ she said, one morning 
three or four days after the McKcckeran visit, as she pinched a bit of 
crust from a freshly-baked banana cream pie, “I am beginning to feel, 
just feel, of course, that it wasn’t Mrs. McKeckeran we saw in the 
alley. But I know of course lliat there can’t be, just can’t be, two 
women exactly alike, each with an exactly alike Johala.’’ 

Gertie yawned over the ironing of a shirt collar. “Looks like she 
would ha said somethen when you two was in th kitchen.” 

“Oh, didn’t I tell you about the kitchen? Homer would give his 
thesis to«know. You see, she’s no daughter of some man-killing day 
labourer turned mechanic, like” — she looked swiftly about her — “like 
old man Flint. She’s so very certain of her position, she can dirty her 
own hands in her own kitchen. 

“Nothing happened in the kitchen except it must have been the 
way I looked at the little cakes laid out in tire pantry. She asked me if 
I were hungry. Of course, I told her that I’d been so upset at the idea 
of having to give up another evening to my husband's business that I 
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couldn’t eat. Funny, I could say that, but never ask her the one 
simple question that was burning a hole in me. I could even eat the 
large and luscious sandwich she fixed of all the things that Homer 
doesn’t like me to buy and the children can’t eat, but I never could 
say, ‘How’s gospel work?’ ” 

“It would ha plagued her,” Gertie said. 

“She would have loved it. She would only have had to smile that 
sweet, sweet smile and say, ‘You’re mistaken, my dear,’ and before 
all the others I would have been the mistaken fool.” Mrs. Anderson 
drew a deep breath, her face reddened with anger. “I’m certain she 
knew before I came that I was I. Perhaps from your carving on 
Homer’s desk, or I might have given her my name; I keep trying to 
remember, but the children were acting up so. I think I even 
stuttered when the door opened and there she was, smiling, certain I 
would be the courtier’s wife before the naked emperor, afraid* to 
open my mouth and say that he was naked.” 

“Mebbe not,” Gertie said. She pondered above the ironing, 
Enoch’s overalls now. “Mebbe she liked you th first time she seen 
you and thought you two ud git along good together.” 

“But get along with w'hich one? She’s two people,” Mrs. Anderson 
insisted. 

Gertie considered Mrs. Anderson instead of the ironing. “Not 
exactly two people, maybe. Leastways, slie's better off than some. 
She knows she’s two people.” 

“Du cops, du cops,” Gcorgie, Enoch, and others were screaming in 
the alley. 

Mrs. Anderson jerked open the door. “And poor Homer will miss 
it. I’ll bet Mr. Karadjas is beating up his wife’s boy friend again.” 

“It was th boy friend done th beatin, cr so I beared,” Gertie said, 
following her to the door, open now', filling the room with alley cries. 

“Du cops, du cops is comen.” Wiicatcyc was jumping up and 
dow'n on the coal-house crying, “Dcy’re gonna git Mr. Daly. Daly’s 
gotta go to jail. He beat Miz Daly.” 

Above Wheatcye’s voice rose the cries of the younger Dalys, 
running out of their kitchen door, “Cops is comen fu my mudder. 
Little Sister, her couldn’t wait.” 

“Oh, my God!” Mrs. Anderson breathed, then all sounds were 
drowned in the screaming of a siren, the sound that had at first 
thrown the children into ecstasies of joy, near now, louder and shriller 
than even the best ones on the radio. 
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Mrs. Saito, the little Japanese woman who lived on the end next to 
Mrs. Daly, came hurrying up the alley as if returning from an errand. 
Though she was the politest person Gertie had ever known, she took 
no time for knocking now, but hurried through the Daly door. She 
was hardly inside before a scout car whirled out of the through street 
into the big alley. Its siren came again in a long shrieking wail as it 
bounced and careened over the rough ground. I'he children squealed 
with joy as it skidded on the muddy gravel in turning sharply to get 
into the little alley and threatened for an instant to run right through 
the unit on the end, but disappointingly righted itself in time to stop 
with a squeal of brakes and a smaller skid in front of the Daly door. 

A policeman sprang out just as Mrs. Daly, neatly dressed, smiling, 
but walking with didiculty, eame down her steps, followed by Mrs. 
Saito with a small suitcase. The cop helped Mrs. Daly into the car. An 
instant later she was gone, siren screaming, brakes and tyres screech- 
ing, and the envious glances of all the alley children following after. 

Mrs. Anderson was for an instant able to say nothing more than, 
“One would think that after eight she wouldn’t be caught at the last 
minute like this.” 

Sophronie, w ho like most of the other night-shifters, including 
Clovis, had been aw'akcncd by the siren, stuck her head around the 
door and smiled, “Lookut th cab fare she saves, though.” 

Mrs. Bommarita, staring wrathfully at her freshly scrubbed walk, 
spattered with mud from the whooshing scout car, shrugged her 
shoulders with disgust. “Last time her done it, 1 just got in this place 
ana didn’t know her so good. Yu know what she told me: her’d be 
glad her pains come on so fast her couldn’t wait to call Mr. Daly 
home from work. S’hard on him, she said. Can u beat it?” 

“Maggie is the one it’ll be hard on,” Mrs. Anderson said. 

“We’ll all hafta hep wateh them little youngens,” Sophronie said. 
“That Miz Saito, she works a midnight shift. She’s gotta sleep some 
a th time,” and after yawning a moment she hurried down the alley 
callmg, *Hey, you!” to small Mrs. Saito, struggling now to get a 
young Daly, who in the excitement had run out without his shoes, 
back into the house. 

Sophronie and Mrs. Saito were just getting all the little Dalys 
within doors when Mrs. Schultz, who lived between Sophronie and 
the Millers, came on to her stoop, and called to Sophronie, “I’ll fix 
their lunch and watch them till Maggie comes home. I don’t have to 
sleep like you two.” 

M 
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Mrs. Anderson continued silent, but Gertie, feeling guilty, called, 
“I don’t have to work away frum home, an I ain’t got no real little 
uns. I could watch em an feed em too.” 

“Your turn will come, don’t worry. She’ll be gone at least three 
days,” Mrs. Schultz said, smiling at Gertie, and Gertie smiled back, 
admiring the woman. She was held to be the best housekeeper in the 
alley, and in spite of five children, three of whom were under school 
age, she did all her own sewing, and often her marketing, for her 
husband was a fireman, and kept strange hours. 

The little Dalys, when all were combed and in their shoes, dis- 
appeared through the Schultz door, from which came inviting smells 
of apple pie. The alley children came pounding back from chasing 
the scout car; and Enoch called to Gertie, just turning into her door, 
“Mom, didja know that if she has it inu scout car she’ll mebbc git 
her pitcher inu paper? An th baby’s too.” 

“No,” Gertie said, trying not to let Mrs. Anderson sec how much 
this talk of women having babies plagued her. Back home she had 
never heard the subject discussed at all until she was married and had 
born Clytie, and then only in whispers among the older married 
women. But here, all of Mrs. Daly’s symptoms, from her morning 
sickness to her fits of temper, were discussed by everybody in the 
alley, including Mrs. Daly and her children, often in loud callings 
such as Enoch called now. Gertie, however, was .saved from further 
embarrassment by Enoch’s sudden remembrance of his perpetual 
quarrel with her; Why couldn't he go up to Zedke’s and buy a coke 
with Mike? Mike got at least one coke every day and sometimes 
two, besides candy. Why was she so stingy? 

Gertie sighed, and turned back into the kitchen, thankful that it 
was Judy’s nap time and Mrs. Anderson had gone. She looked at the 
clock; it was almost time to get lunch for the schoolchildren ; and she 
glanced anxiously at the banana cream pie she had baked, mostly to 
tempt Cassie’s lagging appetite. 

Today, however, Cassie ate quite a bit of lunch. Later she played 
happily enough outdoors, and not always by the railroad fence, for 
she, like most of the rest of the alley, must be always running here 
and yonder, calling, hunting little Dalys. But in spite of them all, the 
stove wrecker slipped round to the front of Victor’s unit where 
nobody ever played, and using a fork, a spoon, and a nail file dug a 
hole through Victor’s living-room wall. Nobody knew until Victor 
flung open his seldom used front door and cried, “But why for 
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because yu gotta dig a hole in mu unit? G’wan, dig a hole in yu own 
house.” 

But he slammed his door, defeated in the face of the derisive 
answer, “Oh yeah? Go cool yu can. Yu ain’t me Uncle Sam. 
Nobody owns dis project but me Uncle Sam. Yu don’t own nutten.” 

“We’ll have to build fences,” Mrs. Anderson said when the tumult 
had quieted, and she went on to tell of the time last summer before 
Judy was born when Claude Jean Meanwell had dug a hole in her 
bedroom wall. She had been napping when she awakened to soft 
giggles, but unable to see anything except a small dirty hand waving 
at her from the wall; she had screamed so with fright, half awake as 
she was, that Claude had choked with laughter on his popsicle. He 
had turned blue and alarmed the alley, but the popsicle melted before 
the rescue squad from the fire department got to the scene. 

Gertie wondered how the summer would be, and looked about for 
Cassie. She found her soon, off by herself again, by the railroad 
fence. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX 

There was disappointment in the alley when, after all their 
troubles with her children, Mrs. Daly did not get her picture in the 
paper. It was home-coming time for day-shift w'orkers when a blurry- 
voiced, too stately-stepping Mr. Daly, dressed in his Sunday best, 
announced to all who wanted to hear that he was on his way to sec 
his wife, who had been delivered of a daughter in St. Theresa’s 
Hospital at two fifty-seven that afternoon. He had gone high- 
stepping it out of the alley and, according to Mrs. Bommarita, who’d 
listened through her wall, he hadn't got home until almost three in the 
morning: she knew because he’d wakened Maggie, and Maggie’s 
crying by the wall had wakened her. 

However, next morning, when Maggie stopped by on her way 
home from mass— she was staying out of school to mind the children 
but had to leave them long enough for mass — she was her usual 
smiling self as she offered Gertie a fifty-cent ticket to a bingo party 
with door prizes of china dinner plates. 

Gertie shook her weary head against the dishes, and closed her 
door with relief. It seemed that she had run into the alley a thousand 
times to see about the little Dalys, two of whom had gone several 
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blocks as stowaways on a milk truck and might have been gone all 
day had not the driver discovered them and hastily as well as angrily 
returned them to the alley. 

She forgot about the Dalys when her own came home for lunch. 
Clytie was angry, splattered from head to foot with mud. “An, boy, 
did them guys laugh when they whooshed riglit by th kerb in that ole 
clunker an made us girls jump an scream.” 

Worse than Clytie’s trouble was Gertie’s realisation that Cassie 
was nowhere in sight. Frightened, slic had run down the alley, 
hunting, before she found her fooling along by the railroad fence. 
“Your dinner’ull be cold,” she called in sharp scolding. 

“I ain’t hungry. Mom. Cain’t I jist stay outside?” 

Gertie, more troubled than angry now, hurried up to her, and saw 
that she had been crying, and at her “What’s th matter, honey?” 
Cassie dissolved in weak, hopeless tears, such as she had never shed. 

Gertie picked her up as if she were a baby, and learned as they 
walked home that, “I wet on myself. Mom. I done it right where all 
th youngens could see.” And the shamed and sobbing whisper, 
coming up from the face buried on her shoulder, “An all th youngens 
they laughed at me. Don’t tell Clytie, Mom.” 

“Lots a little youngens has done sich at school. Don't feel so bad 
now, even if that ole Miz flulfacre did talk mean to you. One a these 
days ...” She shut her mouth into a straight hard line. Promises, 
that was all she’d ever given Reuben. 

“Oh, Miz Huffacre,” Cassie said, “she said lots a little youngens 
had done sich when they didn’t feel good er somethen. But, Mom, 
she asked me did you git her note. Mom, do you rccken she’s mad at 
me?” And Cassie cried again. 

She continued to cry with a w'cary sobbing as Gertie changed her 
clothing, telling a little lie to the others that Cassie had fallen into a 
puddle. She was so miserable, not wanting any lunch, that Gertie 
picked her up and for want of a rocking-chair sat on a stiaight- 
backed chair in the living-room and, tipping back and f'rth,^sang 
one of Cassie’s favourites, ‘“I’ve reached the land of corn and wine; 
and all its riches freely mine; here shines undimmed one blissful 
day . . .’ ” Her voice, at first low, grew louder as the child snuggled 
against her, drowsing with half-closed eyes, and on the chorus, 
■“ ‘Oh, Beulah land, sweet Beulah land,’ ” her voice was forgetful, 
booming out as in the old days. 

Enoch, eating a sandwich in snatches crouched by the radio, began 
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complaining, “Mom, you’re a-maken so much racket I cain’t hear 
Silver Sam. Sing in her bedroom.” 

“I’d mebbe wake Sophronie er ypur pop.” 

“Well, sing in mine.” 

“Victor’s got to have his sleep, too.” 

Clytie was calling in a shus-shushing, chiding voice, “Mom, you’re 
already a-waken Pop. I can hear him a-groanen.” 

Gertie sat for an instant like one ready to rise. Let Clovis wake up 
and go now and see Miss HutTacre and learn what was this trouble 
with Cassic. She looked at the child, and began rocking her again, 
soundlessly, moving only her body now. Her face down in the crook 
of her own big arm looked so little and pale and tired, or lonesome, 
more lonesome than tired, she decided. Maybe she’d doze off and 
wake up happier; but if they all started talking about Miss Huffacre 
now she’d start crying again. Gertie continued to rock silently, 
looking down at the drowsing child, and wanting nothing except the 
privilege of holding her. But in only a few minutes Cassie came wide 
awake and looked wildly about her. She slid from her mother’s lap, 
yawning, but asking, “Can I go outside. Mom?” 

Gertie cleaned her tear-smudged glasses. “Whyn’t you stay inside, 
mebbe take a little nap? It’s so cold and raw outside, like a January 
thaw back home; er if,” she coaxed, “you cain't sleep, you could 
show me how good you can read. You ain’t read fer me in days and 
days.” 

Cassie shook her head, glanced at the block of wood. “That 
wouldn’t be no fun. I hafta p! :y. Cain’t 1, Mom?” 

Gertie pondered, studying her; maybe a little running about would 
make her hungry, take her mind from what had happened at school. 
She said nothing as Cassie struggled into her snow-pants, put on her 
boots, hurrying a little, her tired, sleepy face determined, hard- 
pressed somehow, like Sophronie’s on her overtime days, when she 
slept too late and had to light the clock until time to go to work again. 

Gertie" busy with a washing, saw her in the alley now and then, 
sometimes with Amos, but mostly alone, playing the game of air- 
plane she had learned in kindergarten or singing little songs. The 
afternoon shift of school was over, and still Cassie played, in front of 
her own door now, where she and the smaller Dalys and Georgie 
built a school. Cassic became Miss HulTacre, the side of the coal- 
house a blackboard, a piece of kindling wood a pointer. Cassie 
would point to a knot-hole and cry, “That word is ‘skip’. Now, 
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children, show what it tells you to do.” There were many words, 
‘run’, ‘jump’, ‘skip’, ‘sing’; and the children amid much laughter 
and many shouts did the bidding of each word. 

The fun attracted a little crowd ; even Wheateye, eating what looked 
to be a quarter of a large-sized head of cabbage, watched critically 
for a time, but at last cried, “That ain’t no blackboard. An yu ain’t 
no teacher — cuckoo.” 

The bigger Dalys took up the cry of, “Cuckoo, cuckoo,” and 
Cassie, after standing a moment, red-faccd and silent. Miss Hufiacre’s 
smile frozen on her face, dropped the kindling-wood pointer and ran 
away. Wheateye immediately seized it and, holding it in one hand 
and the cabbage in the other, continued the school, amid much 
chewing of, and at times strangling on, cabbage. 

The Dalys, weary of being pupils, repeated Wheatcye’s cry of, 
“That ain’t no blackboard, yu cuckoo kid,” turning it on Wheateye, 
who quickly crammed the remainder of the cabbage into her mouth, 
and so, having both hands free, bopped the kindling-wood pointer 
hard against the seat of Jimmy Daly’s pants, and then on the stove 
wrecker’s head. 

“I’m the principal, sillies,” she yelled, as they turned in retreat. 

“Yu don’t know nutten,” Jimmy cried. “Yousc don’t learn nutten 
ata ole public school but communism. Da good sisters, dey hitcha 
ona hands. Come on, kids; da devil’ll gitcha fu gocn tiida public 
school — cuckoo — crazy. ' ’ 

“Yu’re expelled,” Wheateye cried. “Git out,” she screamed, 
ducking dirt from Jimmy, a tin can from the stove wrecker, and 
at the same time getting in two good licks with the kindling wood, 
good enough to make the Dalys retreat. She saw the Miller children 
of kindergarten and first-grade size, and called to them to come 
and play school, then looked about calling, “Cassie, hey, Cassie, 
come on an play. Yu can be teacher and I’ll be th principal An 
bring yu girl friend, what’s her name — Callie Lou. She can be 
th bad kid, and we'll make her stand in a corner like wc done th 
other day. An these Millers can be th good kids. Ana Dalys 
can be th real bad kids wot comes an breaks th winder lights an 
throws th books ona floor when we’re gone. Come on, Cassie.” 

Cassic’s smile at being called back to play was like a light across 
her eyes. Her mittened hand went out, seizing the witch-child’s, 
hand, and her voice held the old burbling. “Come on, yu mean 
youngen. Miss HiilTacrc’s gonna make yu stand in th corner.”' 
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Jimmy Daly watched her jealously. “Nuts inu bean, hillbilly. 
Talks to herself. Nuts inu bean.” 

Georgie, coming down his steps, his vigour renewed with a 
vitamin pill, a rest period, and the prescribed mid-afternoon snack, 
took up the cry, “Nuts inu bean.” 

Cassie dropped her hand and stood red-faced, looking uncertainly 
at Wheateye, who was only now swallowing the last of her mouthful 
of cabbage, tossing her head, wriggling her neck to make it go down 
in a hurry. The cabbage down, she twirled her kindling wood and 
cried to Cassie, “Run, honey, run. Them wild mean kids wanta hurt 
yu little kid. Yu gotta stand up fu ycr kid.” 

The hand flew out, protective now, but Cassie, when almost 
opposite the door, looked up and saw Gertie watching, listening. 
Her mother was stern-faced and frowning, for she had been wonder- 
ing for the last five minutes if she oughtn’t to tell Wheateye to be quiet, 
or else go somewhere else to play. They’d waken Victor again— and 
Clovis, too. 

Cassie’s hand dropped, her smile faded, as her mother’s glance 
touched her, and, ever an obedient child, she mumbled to Wheateye, 
her voice choked and guilty, “They ain’t no Callie Lou.” She ran 
then, and did not stop until she was out of sight around Max’s corner. 

No one came to Wheateye’s calling, “Come back, come back; we 
gotta have Callie Lou.” 

Gertie went back into her kitchen to turn down the gas flame under 
the boiling beans. She bumped her head on the high shelf as she 
turned, but never noticed it fi,. thinking on Callie Lou, smiling. All 
this business of doing away with Callie Lou had been a mistake. 
Suppose Miss Huflacre had heard the child talking to herself and felt 
about it the way Mrs. Anderson did? Cassie could have Callie Lou at 
home. She, Gertie, couldn’t kill her when already she lived in the 
alley. 

She waited a moment on the steps, watching for Cassie, and when 
she did not come went to the end of the building and around Max’s 
unit hunting her, smiling. She'd call out, “Lady, lady, bring that 
black-headed child in out a this raw cold,” or some such, and Cassie 
wouldn’t be able to talk for giggling, and then she’d feel so good she’d 
eat a great big supper. 

Cassie was not in the paper-littered water-soaked strip of earth 
between the front of their building and the front of the next, nor was 
she by the railroad fence. Gertie stood in the alley by the fence and 
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looked about her, uncertain whether to go looking in the next alley or 
back to the other side of her own building. Quick-footed Cassie had 
most likely run all the way round as she often did. She wouldn’t 
stay here in all this smoke, for on the other side of the fence a train 
stood on the side track. The switch engine was still in front of a long 
string of box-cars, broken apart at the through street. It had dropped 
off cars for tlie steel mill and was waiting, with smoke and steam 
flying up, to back across the street and pick up the caboose and the 
other cars. 

The purring, steaming engine was far away and made but little 
sound. Fainter, like the buzzing of a horsefly, was the buzzing of an 
aeroplane, still high above and almost hidden from sight, but she, 
knew from experience that it would in a moment come in low for a 
landing in swooping cireles of head-hurting sound. She savoured for 
a moment the silence, when all Detroit seemed sleeping, and even the 
big engine was like something sighing and whispering in its sleep. 

She had walked a few steps over tlic muddy gravel, still smiling, 
thinking on how pleased Cassie would be to have Callie Lou back 
again, when she heard the word, hardly more than a louder whisper 
of the engine, but Cassie’s voice, soft, yet warning, “Callie Lou.” 
Gertie stopped dead still, puzzled. Memories of old tales of witches 
and warnings of names called down from the sky or up from a river 
came back to her. The wind, she’d always said, for the wind in leaves 
and by water had many voices. There was a little w ind today, but the 
brassy-voiced Detroit wind could never whisper so. Machinery? A 
radio? She was still an instant longer, listening, looking about her, 
then walked on, for the aeroplane had swooped, circling, drowning 
even the sound of the engine. 

She turned slowly about f or a last look around before starting home. 
In turning, her glance, moving swiftly by the railroad fence — for 
Cassie was plainly not by it — stopped, held by some strangeness 
about a crack between two of the eight-foot perpendicular boards — 
red-coloured it had looked to be. It was a narrow crack, but^wide 
enough for her to see, with one eye against it, Cassie’s red babushka 
on the other side, so close she could have touched it could her glance 
have been her hand. Cassie stood between the main line and the 
fence, one hand holding Callie Lou’s hand. Her head was turned 
sideways, cheek towards Gertie while her lips moved, laughing as she 
shook her head in some argument with Callie Lou, then nodded 
towards the box-car on the next track. 
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Gertie called to her, “Git away, Cassie, git away!” but the aero- 
plane kept her words from Cassie as if she’d been a mile away. Her 
calling more a screaming now, she could only watch the moment’s 
argument that followed. Cassie shook her head violently and even 
shook the stubborn Callie Lou, who yielded at last and let Cassie step 
on to the shining rail of the main track. She stepped off it on to the 
cross-tie and then walked the few steps to the next rail, on which she 
stood for an instant, looking down at the silvery shine below her 
boots. 

She did not stop again until she had reached the box-car on the 
next track, dull red, empty, with its sliding door invitingly open. 
Still swinging on to Callie Lou, she stood on tiptoe, peeping, but it 
was too high for much looking into, though she could touch it with 
the tips of her fingers. She found the great wheel, its shining round- 
ness, almost as high as her head, more interesting. And unable to 
hear the terror-filled voice on the other side of the fence, “Cassie, git 
back 1 Tliet car’s on a engine. It could move !” she put her hand on it. 

Once she turned and looked about her, her eyes for an instant, 
seemed like, on the crack behind which Gertie pounded, but the 
aeroplane was low now, smothering the world with its crying. Cassie 
looked up ai it briefly, for she hated the noise, then turned, put her 
hands on the edge of the box-car by the wheel, arched her body as 
much as possible, shielding, Gertie realised, the smaller, more timid 
Callie Lou from the sound. 

Gertie, still screaming, whirled away from the crack. Somewhere 
there was the hole through ^vhich Cassie had crawled. She hadn’t 
time to run to the through street and around. She ran up and down, 
searching, ailling, beating on the fence. She found the hole at last, so 
small and low she had twice run past it. She shoved her head through, 
though its lowness forced her to her knees; but heave with her 
shoulders, claw with her hands behind her as she would, she could 
not get her wide shoulders through, for the hole was the width of a 
board, broken off at the bottom and no higher than the stringer to 
which it was nailed on the other side. 

She could only try to send her screams above the aeroplane that 
circled ever lower. Cassie had dropped to her knees on the end of a 
cross-tie under the bo.x-car, and was holding out her hand, her lips 
moving in some reassuring burbling chuckle, her hair fallen across 
her eyes, as with a reassuring smile to Callie Lou she pointed to the 
box-car above her head. 
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Gertie screamed more loudly, certain at last that Cassie had heard 
her, for the child seemed suddenly afraid, and sprang up. She looked 
once towards the fence, then down the track towards something 
Gertie had neither seen nor heard. It was the through train for which 
the switch engine had been waiting. Cassie stood an instant, her 
mouth open, her startled eyes bright with fright. Then, swiftly, she 
dropped to the ground, and as if hunting sanctuary from the on- 
coming train, crawled on to the rail and sat huddled close to the great 
wheel, waiting, her eyes squinched, Callie Lou cradled in her arms. 

Gertie jerked her head from the hole. Cassie could never hear in 
all the racket. Why hadn’t she thought to throw something — a 
pebble, a stick, anything would do to make her move away? She 
was little. She’d be safe between the trains. Why — why hadn’t she 
let Callie Lou live in the alley? Why hadn’t she known that sooner or 
later she’d go away with Callie Lou? Why — why was there nothing 
to throw to make her move? The swampy earth held no rock — 
nothing. Callie Lou, you make her move! Feet away she saw a rusty 
tin can. She could jerk olT her shoe quicker than she could run for the 
can. The can would have been quicker. The shoe was an oxford 
laced on her foot. Why hadn’t she worn high-heeled pumps like 
Mrs. Bommarita? Cassie had always wanted her to wear high-heeled 
shiny shoes. She jerked and jerked, turned at last towards the low 
hole, the shoe in her hand. She’d have to take good aim to throw 
through that low hole sideways to hit Cassie, and not able to get her 
head and arm through at the same time. 

She bent far down and tlircw, and for an instant saw Cassie. Her 
legs were now over the rail, as she tried to get as far as possible from 
the oncoming train. Then the train shot past her, but still Gertie 
screamed for a moment longer, her head through the hole again, her 
shoulders fighting the wood. She knew Cassie couldn’t hear, but still 
she screamed, “Thet other irain’ull move, too! Git away, honey! 
Git between em!” 

She jerked her head back, turned, and ran down the alley towards 
the through-street railroad crossing. She had never run so slowly or 
so awkward-seeming as in the one shoe. Her hair, jerked down from 
her struggles to get through the little hole, had fallen across her face. 
Blood oozed from her forehead, her neck, her shoulders, her ears, 
from her battle with the wood, and her torn hands dripped more 
blood. 

It was her eyes, she knew, made everything look blurry past the 
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speeding train, like another train was moving on the other side, 
slowly, like the switching train. The switch engine tried to do as 
much as it could when another train was passing. Clovis had said 
that once when she complained because Cassie had to stand so long 
in the cold; but never so long as this while the train flew by. Some- 
thing hit hard against her hip. She stared about her, unaware of pain, 
angry at being stopped. She saw the high, dirt-spattered iron of a 
truck bumper, and wondered why it was there, and why did a red- 
faced man behind and above it glare down at her, his lips moving as if 
he yelled. 

She turned to look at the train. Maybe if she looked away again 
it would be gone. Cassie had waited between the trains and would 
come running behind it. She would grab her up and carry her home, 
and they’d have school with Callie Lou and she’d send for ice-cream 
for their supper. 

There was a hard pull on her arm, and the same face that had 
glared at her was now looking up at her, the lips moving, but the eyes 
not hunting her eyes, fixed on the blood running down her coat. She 
realised even as she jerked her arm free that she had been out in the 
street running back and forth in front of the stopped cars. She ought 
to be ashamed acting so crazy, for Cassie would be all right. It was 
just that she had to be certain. She couldn’t wait any longer. Why 
hadn’t she thought of the place where the board fence stopped? It 
cornered so close to the tracks there was no room for a body to 
squeeze between it and a train. But she could crawl — there would be 
room between the fence and the wheels. 

The man behind her was tearing her coat olT, and around her there 
seemed suddenly a crowd of people, mostly children, but she was 
getting into the opening, like diving into a pool of noise. She could 
get through. Why hadn’t she thought of it sooner? Then the last car 
shot past, and she sprang on to the track. Cassie would be on it — if 
she hadn't already gone back through the hole in the fence. 

She was dazedly aware of cries and calls behind her, and from the 
other side of the fence, “Wotsa matter? Who?” But mostly, as she 
ran down the track, she was aware of silence. The aeroplanes were 
still, only one going high and faraway with a faint moaning, so that 
after the roaring of the through train the world seemed still, so still 
that if she listened hard she’d hear again the low-voiced “Callie 
Lou,” and with it the burbling laughter. The backward-moving 
switch engine rolled slowly, so very slowly it made but little noise. 
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Somewhere close behind her were pounding feet and a voice insisting, 
“Easy now, da kid’s gonna be awright.” 

Then the switch engine stopped with a jerk that sent shivering 
knocks through all the cars. A man leaped down from the engine, 
crying to someone betw'een her and the througli street, “Where, 
Chuck, where?” 

She had come almost opposite the place where she liad first seen 
Cassie, when the man who had cried out began running, his eyes 
fixed on something behind her. She turned and saw near the rail a 
child’s boot, looked away from it, searching for Cassie. 

The man’s eyes, bulging, frightened, were fi.xed on notliing but the 
boot. She turned and stared at it again, a little boot that looked to 
be stuffed with something: torn cloth, oozing, soggy. She sprang 
towards it. Th.e man behind her who had dragged her out of the 
street was crying, “No — no, lady — please, lady!” 

She heard then the frightened whimper. Cassie was safe. She was 
scared, that was all. The blood-oozing boot had nothing to do with 
Cassie. She, the trainman, and the truck driver dropped by the 
sound together, and under the train she saw Cassie, white-faced, 
strange-looking, whimpering little begging cries of “Mommie, 
Mommie.” Cassie was alive, moving on her hands and knees. Many 
hands reached, and there was begging, “Please, lady.” But Gertie’s 
arms were longer than the men’s and she caught Cassie by the 
shoulders, her hungry hands gripping, pulling. She was alive, alive. 

The truck driver was whispering “Jesus!” and lifting carefully with 
the tips of his gloved fingers something else from under the train that 
dragged after Cassie as Gertie lifted her out. Gertie did not look at 
the bloody dragging thing, but laid Cassie across her knees. She 
squatted a moment holding her, looked down into her face, white, 
the eyes wide, straining, hunting, perspiration like a rain on her fore- 
head. Her eyes tried to hold Gertie’s face, but the head kept Hinging 
itself about like the arms, flailing, striking her mother’s chest with 
aimless beatings, while she cried in a choked, unnatural voicc^‘Tt 
hurts, Mommie — oh, Momniiel” 

The words ended in a gasping, inhuman scream, and Gertie sprang 
up, rocking her back and forth in her arms as she had done when she 
cried at noon ; the twin streams of blood from the severed legs were 
like red fountains gushing down her apron, the blood-lilled boot 
dangled, the toe turned backward knocking against her thigh. 

Gertie looked once at the streams of blood, then dropped again to 
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the ground, letting Cassie’s head and shoulders fall into her lap while 
she caught the stubs of the legs, one in either hand, and sat holding 
them. She looked once at Cassie’s white, twisting face, touched now 
with blood from the frothing uplifted legs, then up at what seemed 
to be a whole forest of faces above her. “Hep me, somebody, hep me 
try an keep down th bleedcn. We’ve got tu stop it.” 

There were cries and running behind her for cops, firemen, an 
ambulance; but no one stepped forward. The trainman’s face was 
white, his glance unable to stay on the blood, spreading ever more 
over Cassie’s body, congealing in bright lumps and sheets on 
Gertie’s apron. He was not even able to look at Cassie’s head, fallen 
backward across her mother’s lap, the top brushing the cinders, 
twisting, writhing, the mouth open but no longer screaming, the 
whimper of “Mommic” mufiled, as if she had been running. No, not 
running, that would never make Cassie lose her breath — laughing did 
it — gasping from laughter and chattering and running all at one time. 

“Here, lemme.” It was Victor, reaching for Cassic’s legs. “Yu git 
up,” he said. “Start moving, quick! Cops, ambulance, somebody 
gotta take yu quick tuda hospital.” 

Gertie held the child's body and Victor walked with her, holding 
the bloody stumps, one just below the knee, one just above, but even 
so the blood was still like brightly frothing fountains leaping over his 
hands. 

Gertie tried to hurry, stumbling at times with eyes for nothing but 
Cassie, gasping more and more, no breath left now for screaming, 
each cry of “Mommie” shorter, lower than the last. 

The railroad tracks and the sidewalk were black and thick with 
people; many turned pale and looked away; many stood on tiptoe 
hunting blood, but all were silent, moving back, making a lane for 
Victor and Gertie as they hurried through. There was soon, from 
somewhere, the same wild screaming that had come for Mrs. Daly. 
Gertie kept walking, hurrying, seemed like they walked for ever to 
mept it,r,held up as it was by the train-bound traflic and the crowds of 
people. 

She looked at the scout car surrounded by swarms of children, and 
shook her head, her voice thick. “We need a ambulance with that 
stuff like blood.” 

The man by the wheel in the scout car shook his head; the other, 
outside, pushed her a little. “If it’s plasma yu mean, a ambulance 
wouldn’t have it. Yu ain’t got no time tu argue — you gotta git quick 
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to da hospital.” He helped her into the car, looked down at her feet 
as he did so, both bare now — the shoe she’d jerked first must have 
come off. “Yu gotta go all away downtown — s’emergency.” 

“I’ve got money,” she cried, but they never seemed to hear her. 
She never looked at the dangling boot or the blood again, still 
bubbling up, but more slowly, between Victor’s clenched, unmoving 
fingers. She had Cassie, her for ever straggling hair over her arms, 
one hand with a mitten, one without. 

They were all alone together. Seemed like the first time they had 
been alone, the two of them, since she’d made the golden doll by the 
Tipton spring. Cassie whimpered less and less; she was only gasping 
now, looking straight up, her eyes wide, frightened. Gertie looked 
into them, smiling, whispering, “You’re goen to be all right, Cassie 
Marie. We’ll set all day, Cassie Marie, an have school an tea parties 
when you’re gitten well — an ever day an ever minnit you can play 
with Callie Lou.’’ 

Gertie wiped the perspiration and coal-dust and cinders and blood 
from the face that never seemed to feel her hand, and repeated, her 
voice rising, shrill, so that the second policeman in the front of the 
car turned to look, “Cassie, honey, you can have Callie Lou — alius 
an for ever you can have Callie Lou. I’ll never run her olfno more — 
never. Hear me — Cassie — never, never— you can talk all you 
please.” 

Cassie must smile. She must lift her head and know that there was 
Callie Lou. But Cassie, shivering like one freezing, struggled with 
some mighty elTort to speak, spoke at last, her voice a low gasp of 
terror, the pupils of her eyes were big, so big they almost covered the 
lights and freckles in the dark brown eyes — greedy the pupils were for 
light and seeing — “I can’t sec. Mom — s’dark.” The eyes were 
widening, straining. 

“It’s dark — real dark, ’ Gertie said, “but even in th dark you can 
sec Callie Lou.” 

She thought Cassie smiled faintly. She knew she’d smil/^d. The 
main thing was to keep on talking. She mustn’t stop taking. She 
mustn’t look away. If she looked for just one little second, Callie Lou 
might snatch her, for the witch-child wasn’t dead. “No — no, Cassie 
Marie — I’ll bet old Gyp’ull be glad to sec you. Wc’ll be goen home 
pretty soon — real soon. It’s spring— an you can climb trees agin an 
run . . .” She choked, swallowed; for a long moment her voice 
wouldn’t come — it was stuck inside her the way it had always been — 
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but now she must talk — she must. “Cassie Marie, you ought tu see 
all th cars piled up by the railroad tracks — a little thing like you a- 
holden th cars still. Cassie? ” 

She mustn’t look away. “Cassie? — Look, I bet they’s little girls in 
my eyes — Cassie — Cassie? — Marie?” 

The turned-round policeman, what had he done? Cassie liked to 
hear about policemen. She’d been so proud to read about them at 
school, and always she had wanted one to speak to her like in the 
stories. “Cassie Marie — honey — it’s so funny — here’s this policeman 
— he’s took off his cap. Did ever a body see a policeman without his 
hat? 

“Look — Cassie . . . Cassie?” 


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN 

She let her hand slide from the knob of the closed door, but stood 
staring at the dark smooth wood before she turned slowly away. Her 
eyes hunted over the heavily-carpeted, tliickly-draped room until they 
found the woman with the bluish-tinted hair. Then all the anger in 
Gertie’s wild eyes dissolved before a gicat beseeching, “Please — 
couldn’t I stay? — she couldn’t abide a stranger a-fi.xen . . .” 

She couldn’t keep the believing, the lying to herself that Cassie 
could care. She couldn’t keep even the anger, at herself, the ways of 
trains, the hospital so far away. No more could she be like back at 
the hospital when they’d tak^n Cassie out of her arms and laid her 
on a table and rolled her quick like flying into a room marked 
‘emergency’; and she had stood on the other side of the closed door 
and waited, knowing that soon Cassie would come out to her. The 
policemen and Victor had waited by it and around her; it seemed like 
the policemen had asked her questions. Then quickly the door had 
opened and Cassie had come back to her, but as she bent over the 
cart, jerking back the sheet to pick up the too-short-seeming bundle, 
everyone — Victor and the policemen and a nurse and a doctor — all 
had cried, “No.” 

It seemed like she had cried back in answer, “She’s mine — mine — 
I can fend for my own.” Maybe she had not. It didn’t matter; she 
had been with Cassie. The cart, soundlessly running — smooth — 
smooth — like the door now; and the woman and back there the 
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smooth-faced doctor had all cried out like a ringing in her head, 
“No — no,” explaining the ‘No’ through endless halls and steps and 
elevators, all moving past her while she was still. 

Their ‘No’s’ hadn’t mattered, for Cassie was there flying ahead on 
the cart. They’d mattered only when the other door had come, rising 
up at the end of a long and windowless hall. Even all whirled about 
and blown here and yonder as she was by the wave-like bursts of 
understanding, sucking her under, whirling her away, even through 
all this she had felt the coldness under the white light in the narrow 
hall, the coldness rising out of the opening door, touching Cassie on 
the cart. But she had been able even then to hold the believing, to cry 
out aaainst the knowing, “No, no — cain’t I take her back with 
me?”^ 

“Wait,” they had said. “It’s better,” somebody had told her, the 
negro man rolling the cart, “to take a little time about such things.” 
They would keep it till morning, “l or free, maybe,” and he had 
nodded towards the bundle on the cart. 

She had barred the way of the cart into the coldness, repeating, 
“No, no,” wanting Cassie away from the cold seeping door, for the 
place was the place in the Bible, “And where the light is as mid- 
night.” 

Then Clovis had come, trembly-handed, white-mouthed, not 
touching, but somehow seeming to lean on Whit, who was with him; 
and Whit, like the black man pushing the cart, had said, “They’ll 
keep her — a little while. Give you uns a chance to look around. 
When yu lose a kid, them undertakers murders you,” and his beer- 
drinking smile, the smile that was never mirthful, had played across 
the cart. “When a body’s all tore up, they’ll go in debt tu spend 
cverthing they’ll ever have an . . .” 

Gertie for the first time had understood that money would bring 
Cassie out of this windowlcss place by the cold seeping door. She 
had shoved her hand down into the blood-encrusted coat, irying, 
“Money? Clovis, I’ve got money— all th money— all them years.” 
And she had laid it in his startled, trembling hands: the old bills, the 
ones in balls, in tiny squares, the bill with the pinpricks through 
Lincoln’s eyes, the domineckcr-hen money, the molasses money, the 
man-with-thc-star money. She had put it all into his hands. 

One of the policemen, waiting, watching, had at once stepped up 
and begun a low-toned conversation with Clovis. Whit had put his 
face close to the policeman’s and listened, his mirthless smile 
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widening, chilling his eyes. Victor had not moved but continued to 
stand, arms folded, back against the wall, watching, listening, 
frowning, shaking his head over the loose heaped-up money spilling 
from Clovis’s hands. 

Gertie, for ever being whirled about, losing herself in the rushing 
winds, the roaring waters tumbling over her, but somehow standing 
upright, clinging with both hands to the cart that seemed always 
ready to move, to lly from her, had heard without listening, just as 
she had seen without perceiving a wadded bill fall from Clovis’s un- 
watched hand while he was listening to the one policeman. She saw 
the other policeman bend quickly under the black man’s watching 
eyes, and his hand was closing, going towards his pocket, when 
Victor’s great hand, open palm upward, came under the other’s face, 
and Victor said, “T’anks.” 

“For what?” the policeman said as his closed fist went into his 
pocket. 

The negro smiled, a smile like Whit’s, his black eyes for an instant 
matching Whit’s blue ones. 

The reaching hand, the closed fist, she had seen, but they had had 
nothing to do with her. She had continued fishing with one hand in 
her coat-tail; there must be money — money — and she would have 
Cassie— hold her. She was impatient with Whit, who was shaking 
his head, his soft voice imploring Clovis, yet cautious, coming 
somehow as if he would send it past the policemen under the sound 
of the wind, but his voice never got past the policemen. The one who 
had been talking to Clovis said sharply to Whit, “He’sa kid’s father. 
Wot's it tiiyu?” And his voice was like Mr. Daly’s voice; she 
remembered Reuben, and was in a great hurry to be home with 
Cassie, have Reuben again, all of them together. She’d found 
another bill, a wadded one, low down in the corner, and shoved it at 
Clovis. 

“Won’t it do — ain’t it enough? We can take her now.” 

She’d wondered if they’d heard. The wind spinning her round and 
round, the noise, the crashing — they would frighten Cassie; but 
through it all the policeman’s voice had come, friendly now, urging, 
“It’s a good place.” 

She had reached for the bundle, but the cart had fled from her in a 
hissing, crying wind, and she had fled after it down through the 
rushing, choking halts, past smooth and silent doors; in the car, 
through dark streets where red lights and green lights and brightly- 
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lighted windows had whirled around her. But through it all Cassie 
had never been her own again. All the money gone, and she had not 
held her in her arms. 

She stood now by the last door, the smooth door through which 
she could not follow. Seemed like she’d been by it a long while. 
Clovis behind her was saying, “It ain’t like back home, Gcrt.” She 
turned slowly about, and pushed back her hair with a bended arm. 
The lie was worn out, torn in pieces; she couldn’t make herself 
believe that Cassie there behind the door could feel the cold or 
huddle up in fright at stranger fingers through her hair. This now, it 
was the then — the then that might have been after the hunting in the 
dark for Reuben; if the knife had slipped on Amos; it was what came 
for Henley. What had she told herself then: “And there the weary 
are at rest’’? 

Not that; there was no weariness, only smoothness; the rubber- 
tyred wheels, smooth-running, like the policeman’s voice, the 
smooth-eyed young doctor back there, too eager to show that a 
dangling boot, a bit of blood, could not make a rough spot in his 
smoothness — everything smooth, like the woman now with the 
white, bluish-tinted hair, nodding slightly towards Gertie, polite, 
her glance lingering only an instant on the bare feet, the torn and 
bloodied coat, the tangled hair, smooth-voiced as she said, “You 
both have had a terrible shock. Tomorrow is time enough for you to 
select the” — she hesitated delicately, the way Jethro Coffee had used 
to do when he recited pieces at school, then brought it out softly, but 
firmly — “the casket and the clothing. You will want to get in touch 
with the family pri — ” she studied Clovis an instant - “minister.” 

It was early, not much past supper-getting time, when Gertie 
walked from the parking lot down the alley and up her steps. Another 
train was thundering by. the sky was crimson with a steel-mill pour, 
and the heavy early-evening traffic made a growling scream on the 
through street; but Gertie’s alley seemed still. A great ga;'.g of 
children, gathered in the twilight at her coming, made lanes of silence 
drawn back against the coal-houscs as she passed by, and no one, not 
even a Daly, tittered at her bare feet, though just as she started up her 
steps the stove wrecker darted from some shadow in the deeper 
darkness, crying, “I’ve got a little sister at home.” Then some voice 
was calling, but soft in its calling, “Sh-sh-sh. Come back here, now.” 

Mrs. Anderson opened the door, but Gertie turned quickly about 
and started down the steps. If she could walk now, walk all night. 
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walk and walk, for ever; if she had corn to gather, like for Henley, 
even a cow to milk, some gentle cow that would let her lean her fore- 
head . . , Clovis was saying, pushing her a little, “Now, Gert, try 
to git some rest. An git — cleaned up.” 

Clytie and Enoch, who had been listening to the radio, sprang up. 
Cly tic started towards her, but stopped in the doorway and stared at 
her, then slowly backed away, her mouth open, her eyes wide, unable 
to leave the twisted, soot-and blood-streaked face that seemed not a 
face at all, more like a mask such as children wear at Hallowe’en to 
frighten other children : and out of it blazed the eyes that from being 
grey and forever calm were black now, glittering, fighting all things, 
even the children. 

Enoch stood white-faced, peeping at her, frightened, yet somehow 
curious, as if one of the nightmarish creatures, embodiment of 
murder and theft and torture of which the radio told him, had come 
alive into the room. Amos, dressed in his nightclothes, looked once 
round the bedroom door, then shut it quickly. Mrs. Anderson, still 
by the kitchen table littered with the dishes and food of h scarcely 
touched meal, said as if to make some sound in the silence, “Clyde’s 
girl friend’s mother — Mrs. Ku” — her voice stumbled against the 
name, stopped altogether, then rushed on — “came when she heard. 
They live in a private house, lots of room. She suggested that Clytie 
come for the night.” 

She looked at Gertie for some sign of her having heard, but the 
black blazing eyes had leaped once at her and then away, and were 
now hunting back and forth across the living-room, leaping about as 
if they were hands tearing tlv place to pieces. 

Mrs. Anderson looked beseechingly at Clovis, but he had eyes only 
for Gertie’s back, and she stood silent, pressed into the corner 
between table and ice-box while her glance searched about the kitchen 
as if there might be words dangling from the light, or on the un- 
curtained sheh es. She found words under the sink and drew a sharp, 
quick hicath. “Max found them, your shoes. Don't you want your 
shoes?” 

“Huh?” Gertie asked in a hoarse, guttural voice, choked like that of 
a swimmer just ri.sen free of a crushing wave, her glance still searching 
the living-room as she repeated “Huh?” the word loud, as if between 
her and Mrs. Anderson there were long distances filled with walls and 
waves of tumultuous sound through which voices could not carry. 

“Your shoes,” Mrs. Anderson repeated, almost crying, looking 
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now at the open knife in Gertie’s hand. “Your shoes — dpn’t you 
want your shoes?” 

Gertie’s brows drew close togetlier and made a black line, mingling 
with the soot and the dried blood on her forehead. She did turn and 
look as Mrs. Anderson pointed, but it was plain she never saw the 
shoes. She turned swiftly back, asking, “Where is it?” and stared 
angrily at Mrs. Anderson. “Who took it away?” She shook her 
head like one flinging water out of her face. “1 want tu work awhile. 
Th wood — where is th block a wood?” 

“We put it back in th bedroom,” Clytie said, shivering, beginning 
to cry. She shrank back in terror as Gertie strode through the door- 
way, the knife uplifted; but her mother never saw her; in two swift 
strides she was down the hall and into the bedroom, though for all 
her haste she closed the door softly, as if somewhere a baby were 
sleeping. 

The quivering red light seeped through the blind enough that she 
could see to find the light string. She jerked it, and at once saw the 
wood back on a chair as it had been when they first came and the 
boys slept in the room. Quickly she stacked the chairs on the bed 
and made room for herself and the wood on the lloor together, then 
kneeling by it, knife in hand, she considered the bowed head. 

She’d known exactly how the back would be, the hair falling down, 
upcurled at the ends, parted over the neck bones, leaving the neck 
bare, framed by hair, but not in curls like Callie Lou’s, not at all like 
Callie Lou’s. All her life she’d needed time for this, and now she had 
time only, years and years of it to get through; but the man in the 
wood w'as strong; he could pull her through the time. 

A train blew with a loud, long screeching, and she sprang up. The 
knife clattered to the lloor. Her whole body quivered as if the sound 
were waves of wind shaking her; and for an instant she was again by 
the fence, tearing at the boards, screaming, reaching; her arm was 
long, long; she had reached Cassie. 

Then the train sound was dead, but she was still leaning aeross.the 
bed, pushing, pulling, lighting the narrow window-sill; behind her one 
of the piled-up chairs toppled from the bed and fell, clattering in the 
narrow space. She had turned without taking her hands from the 
window to stare, wondering at the racket, when the door opened and 
Mrs. Anderson, trying hard not to show any wonder at the fallen 
chairs or at Gertie crouched on the bed by the window, held out a 
glass of what looked to be pinkish water. “Drink this,” she said, and 
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went on. with a swift chattering, as if to hide embarrassment. “It’s 
phenobarbitol — something like what they gave you at the hospital 
when — lots of women use it. Mrs. Turbi told me about it when I 
complained that city living made me nervous; she just couldn’t live 
without it, she said. Even if it doesn’t put you to sleep, it’s like a hot 
iron smoothing out the wrinkles — everything.” 

Gertie got off the bed and drank the stuff, partly to please the 
woman, she looked so troubled, but mostly to make her go away. But 
hardly was she gone before Clovis was in the doorway, peering at her, 
jabbing her with quick troubled glances as he said, his mouth all a 
tremble, “Gert — honey, you’d feel belter to take a good hot shower — 
an change clothes.” He hesitated, studying her face and neck, 
uncertain about the dried blood he saw. Was it her own or Cassie’s? 
“Looks like you’ve hurl yerself — pretty bad,” he said. 

“Ain’t yu gocn to work, Clovis?” she asked, after watching him a 
moment, her forehead puckered, her eyes puzzled as if she made 
some great effort to understand what he had said. 

“But, Gert, I hadn't meant to go to work — not tonight.” 

“Your mom would ha worked,” she said, turning towards the 
block of wood. 

Mrs. Anderson, who seemed to have been listening in the hallway, 
called Clovis; some talking passed between them, then Clovis was 
back again, looking at Gertie kneeling again by the block of wood, 
her knife lifted. “Gert, 1 guess 1 will go — you take a shower an change 

clothes, an git some rest. Tomorrer ” but his voice hoarsened, 

choked, and would not go past the tomorrow. 

“We ought tu git a early ti.iin, so don’t work overtime,” she said, 
smoothing back her hair with a bended arm ; then the lifted hand was 
still while she, looking upward and slantwise of her eyes, sniffed the 
blood -crusted sleeve so close to her face. She sprang up, looking 
wildly about her as she lived again the losing battles — all the battles: 
to have the land, to make Reuben happy, to reach Cassie, and the last 
big battle — to hold the blood — nothing left to lose. 

Clovis was asking harshly, loudly, his voice almost a crying, 
“Train? You don’t think we're goen home?” 

A little of the misery, the brokenness, in his voice got through to her 
and something like pity stirred under the anger, the hatred for herself 
who had caused it all. “But, Clovis, honey, th money, all that money, 
recollect, they’s enough to take — take her back amongst her own 
kin.” 
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“Thinks like — this, costs a heap,” he said, not looking at^Jier. “It 
ain’t like back home, an — they’d be th train ride there — an back 
an ” 

“Back? But I couldn’t leave ” 

“They wouldn’t be nothen else we could do. I ain’t got no truck; 
you wouldn’t have time now to git in so much as a garden — an I’d 
be losen time frum work — 1 wisht it was different, Gcrt.” He turned 
away, choked up, and, soon after, she heard the closing of the outside 
door. 

She was still squatting by the wood, one hand on the bowed head, 
the knife idle in the other, when Mrs. Anderson came with another 
glass of pink water, chattering as always. “It's better here,” she said. 
“She’d be close — and it’s much ” 

Gertie gave a low whimpering, clutched the block of wood as if it 
alone could keep her from sinking even lower on the floor. “But — 
she wouldn’t like it. Back home on my father’s land they’s the family 
graveyard — all th old uns, an Henley they’ll bring back — sometime. 

It’s high, an a body can look out an down an sec — an see ” She 

reached for the pink water, drank it, returned the glass, and looked 
steadily at Mrs. Anderson. “I keep fergeitcn — th dead, they cain’t 
scc> 

The man in the wood at first seemed far away, walled olT like all 
other life about her by furious sound of wind and water and the 
whole earth shaking; the knife fumbled, a lost knife hunting a lost 
man in the wood; no, not lost, hiding, forever hiding. But gradually 
the thing in the wood came closer and yielded itself, and chips and 
shavings fell. The hair grew, taking up the whole world, everything 
in the world; and there were moments like a drowsing dreaming when 
she and the wood were alone, alone in her mother’s house, though 
sometimes she looked up, frowning, annoyed by the strange bright- 
ness of the lamplight that made the shadow of her moving hand fall 
blackly on the wood. Then would come the remembering, a id the 
knife would be lost again while she sat helplessly fumbliitg, opce 
more far from the man in the wood, tossed and whirled about as she 
was in the ringing, roaring fury. 

Next day more than one person, come through the funeral parlours, 
looked curiously at the big woman with the smoothly combed, neatly 
parted hair above a brui.scd face and bandaged neck. She sat still 
and straight in a too small chair; her mouth a bleak straight line of 
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determination under eyes that were bewildered as a lost child’s eyes, 
some strange child who, even as it begs to find the way home, knows 
there is no finding the way, for the home and all other things at the 
end of the way are also lost. 

There were at times murmurings around her and to her: a red- 
headed woman came and wrung her hand and said, her voice holding 
faint traces like memories of the voices back home Gertie had known, 
“S’tough when yii can’t take um home.” Max came and patted her 
knee and said, ‘‘Don’t trytu find no answers, kid, for things like this; 
they ain’t none,” and brought word from Mrs. Schultz not to worry 
about her boys. Mrs. Anderson came, opening a box to show a 
white thin dress, and over it Gertie nodded uncertainly, as if wonder- 
ing why the dress was there, then said with rough loudness in the 
smooth, still place, ‘‘Th shoes — she alius liked pretty shoes.” 

Then it was morning in another day, and she wore a new coat; it 
kept worrying her, for there was no hole in the pocket; she kept 
pushing at the skimpy, flimsy pocket while she sat in the car with 
Clovis and the three children; their faces, like everything else, came 
to her like the faces she had used to make in the sunset clouds — alive 
one minute, unreal and far away the next. 

They sat in a row; in front of them was the coffin, covered with a 
white cloth and mounded with flowers. Once she bent forward and 
peered at the cloth stretched over the wood; she wished she could see 
the wood; it ought to be good wood. Vague memories of the money 
came, so much money; it seemed like she had told Clovis to spend as 
much as was needed — the cloth above the wood must be firmly 
woven and lasting. 

Words came down from above the casket, kindly words floating 
out of a kindly face — the preacher where Clytie and Enoch went to 
Sunday school. She heard sniffling and looked about her in im- 
patient anger. Why should any of them cry? She, Gertie, had killed 
her. She turned around and frowned over an oldish woman with 
tears running down into a handkerchief held under her chin. Who 
was the woman and why should she cry? By the old one, a younger 
stared straight ahead, blinking back tears. What right had she to 
cry? She was a young woman neatly dressed in a dark tailored suit. 
Chicle — a child reaching and a big painted mouth smiling: this 
woman belonged to that, somehow. 

Then it was over and she was looking at Cassie again; not Cassie 
cither. She had never been so still, so neat, so smooth, her little 
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secrets always showing in her eyes ; the smoothness and the neatness 
now kept well the secret of how she died. 

More riding in the car, through heavy traffic, past thunderous 
trucks and trains into the still cemetery where between the endlessly 
winding drives the grass showed green under thin scatterings of April 
snow. She had wanted very much to sec the earth — real eartl), 
something real — but there was a green thing like paper spread over 
all the good earth. The casket in the cold rays of the broken sunshine 
looked flimsy and cheap, and under the too shiny cloth the wood was 
maybe sappy. She wanted to cry out, to tear off the cloth, see the 
wood, touch the earth; but the preacher was murmuring, and Clytie, 
watching the coffin go down, was beginning a great weeping. Then 
everything was drowned, blotted out by an aeroplane coming in low 
and loud, for, as Clovis had promised, the cemetery was close to the 
project. She took a quick step forward. She couldn’t leave her like 
this — in the cold, with that flimsy little dress — and all this racket. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT 

She ' lifted her glance from a fold in the cloth drawn over the 
shoulders, and, the knife open in her hand, stared at tlic window; 
rain mixed with snow made a moving sheet against it. She watched 
it, her brows drawn together in puzzlement. Then, the look of 
wonder deepening, she looked upward, sidewise, an car turned 
ceilingwards, and listened, frowning, wondering why she could not 
hear the rain. Then gradually the ceiling drifted into shape, and 
became the sickly green cardboard, smoke-grimed and darker now at 
the ending of the winter. The Detroit home shut out the sound of the 
rain. 

Strange, she hadn’t noticed the rain on the window unlii now. 
Back home she would have known it: a spring rain blown* in on a 
red, windy dawn with thunder growling far across the ridges, the 
pines crying out the warning, and the sugar tree flowers blowing 
down the hillside, all when the poplar blooms were like yellow 
lilies unfolding. But better than anything had been the sound of 
the rain on the roof shingles when the early potatoes and peas and 
lettuce showed, and the early cabbage was set. Tomorrow she 
would hunt wild greens; wild sweet potato vine would be high by 



373 

the creek banks, and she would linger, listening, watching the white 
water 

A train blew. She shivered, the knife clattered to the floor, but no 
longer did she go springing towards the window. She only backed 
away and stood a long moment, her body pressed against the door, 
her hands pressed hard against her eyes. She was able at last to look 
again at the window, grey-white under the moving sheets of rain. 
Seemed like the last time she had looked, the window had been a 
square of quivering red light. It was daylight now — ^another night 
was through — and now another day. 

She lay down and stared at the grey sheet ; a solid sheet like ice, but 
never the same sheet, moving, always moving, a slow sliding that 
wouldn’t stop. The day would be like that — a long grey thing sUding 
past — tight like a tunnel, but she must somehow squeeze through. 
A long business, and she was tired. She looked about her at the 
unmade bed, the shavings on the floor, the rumpled coat, linted from 
the sheets, a smear of alley mud on the hem. The sheet was grimy 
black; Amos must have walked on it when she made him stay by her. 
She ought to change it, maybe even wash it, but she was too tired. 

She realised the light was burning. She switched it off, and lay and 
watched the window, put all herself into the rain sheet, held herself 
there, and soon she could hear creek water, the creek below the 
Tipton Place. 

She .sat straight up in a fury of di.sappointment — always and always 
they were taking it away. Now it was Clytie, with her head stuck 
around the door like she expected a bear to jump out and grab her, 
and her eyes tiptoeing from the bed to the shavings on the floor as she 
asked, her voice tiptoeing like her eyes, “Mom?” and when Gertie 
only continued to stare at the window under her lowered lids, she said, 
her voice trembly troubled now, “Mom, don’t you think you’d better 
let Pop git a doctor like he wants? You ain’t — well.” 

“No,” Gertie said, without moving her head. 

Clytie continued to stand half-in, half-out of the door, but turned 
and held a troubled whispering with someone behind her. Gertie 
remembered and, lifting her head, called wildly, “Amos. Amos.” 

He came at last and put his head around the door, but after one 
quick peep at Gertie he, swallowing hard and fighting to keep back 
tears, turned to Clytie. Gertie called him again, and he buried his 
face against Clytie’s waist and broke into a wild, frightened crying. 
Gertie, angered by his strange ways, screamed in a voice unlike her 
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own, “What a you bawlen about? Cause you cain’t go outside? You 
mustn’t go outside. Y ou’ll git hurt. Stay close to Mommie.” 

He clung all the harder to Clytie, and Gertie with the nimble 
swiftness she had known in the woods leaned far out of the bed, and 
jerked him roughly to her, her voice loud now, shrill, rising above his 
screams. “I didn’t aim it thataway. You know I didn’t. 1 didn’t 
send her off to be killed. I didn’t aim to kill her when Mom made me 

come. It was Mom an ” her voice was an incoherent screaming, 

and she shook Amos, knowing it was Amos she shook, but unable to 
stop while thinking of her mother, the Tipton Place, Cassic alive this 
minute and running down the hill. No, not her mother, herself, 
herself — only she couldn’t say it. She ought to have stood up to 
them all — if she had thrown the shoe sooner; maybe had she tried 
she could have climbed the fence. 

Words came from the other side of the wall, “Easy, now — yu ain’t 
done nutten. Yu gotta sleep some. Go tu sleep how.” The sound of 
the voice more than the words held her and she marvelled that Victor 
had a baby. Her hands dropped from Amos, and he sprang away, 
but stayed by Clytie, half-in, half-out of the door. 

She glanced at him again to make certain he was safe, then 
drowsed back into the sleep that seemed less a sleeping than a stupor. 
She awakened again; maybe it was that morning, maybe some other 
morning; the rain was gone from the window, but her coat was still 
on the foot of the bed, and there was the same tiptoeing in Clylie’s 
voice and eyes as she asked, “Mom, cain’t I bring you somethen to 
eat? I’ve give ih kids their breakfast.” 

Clytie waited, but when her mother neither moved nor answered, 
she turned away, then stopped at once, eager, hopeful, when Gertie 
called, “Don’t let it out when you’re openen an shutten th ice-box 
door.” 

“What?” Clytie asked, her eyes widening with IVight. 

“That cat — what else?” Gertie answered, her voice rough wilii 
weariness and anger. She thought she heard frightened wcepi’.g.* It 
didn’t matter. She’d started off through the long tunnel of the day. 
She had reached a cool and foggy valley when the white light snapped 
on, leaped against her eyes, and a voice I'rom far out of the bright 
whiteness called to her: 

“See if you can do it. It comes crooked fer me. You’ll have to 
set up to do it.” She saw then, just under her elbow, a round and 
shining thing cut through the middle with a crooked white line. 



375 


She tried to pull herself together — in pieces seemed like she was, 
floating every which way in a heaving, blowing world. 

She rubbed her eyes, and Sophronie, with a cigarette in her mouth, 
the brush in one hand, comb in the other, was smiling at her, eyes 
squinted against her cigarette smoke. “I’m sorry if I woke ye,” she 
said, “but I cain’t never git this right.” And the round thing became 
Clytic’s head as she knelt by the bed for her mother to part her hair. 
Gertie took the comb, and the familiar and trying task of parting 
Clytie’s hair brought the world somewhat together. She remem- 
bered Amos, and called him. 

Sophronie somewhat sharply told her he was in the bathroom, and 
then said, “Whyn't you git up, and come out to th kitchen an be a- 
setten up when Clovis gits in — make him feel better?” 

“Is he feelcn bad?” Gertie asked, listening now to a sound she 
hated. “Turn it off. It hurts my head,” she said. 

“What?” Sophronie asked, working on one of Clytie’s side braids. 

“That racket — that clothes-washen thing.” 

“When clothes gits dirty — they gotta be washed.” Sophronie 
hesitated, then said, “A woman like you with a family, they — well — 
they jist cain’t lay dow n an give theirsclves up to nothen. Kids gotta 
have somebody.” 

Gertie flopped over and faced the wall. If she stayed still, real still, 
they would maybe go away. If she had corn to plant, or wood to 
split, or a cow to milk — 

But hardly were they gone before .Mrs. Anderson was floating over 
her, carrying another glass of what seemed a million glasses of the 
pink water. “1 do believe you'\c been asleep,” she said, smiling, 
holding out the glass. 

Gertie drank to make the woman go away, but she stayed chatter- 
ing a moment, her words blowing in and out, now near, now far, like 
a wind in April; no, more like a hound dog crying across a hill: 
Homer had a job; she had to hunt a house, or maybe it was Mrs. 
Dj*ly had to have a house; seemed she had a baby. 

She left at last, and Gertie snapped olf the light, and lay, too tired 
to move. It seemed only a minute later that the light was on again 
and Clovis was looking down at her, a little white-wrapped package 
in his hands, a frightened, backing-away look in his eyes. 

“How’re you a-feclen, Gert, old girl?” he asked. “I’m late gitten 
in,” he went on when she did not answer, “but I thought I’d better 
see a doctor. I told him — well, how you was — an he had me git this. 
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It’s a-goen to hep you a sight, old girl.” He had busied himself 
unwrapping, and then unscrewing, a bottle of red liquid, but now as 
he sniffed the medicine his face clouded with disappointment. “I 
swan. It looks an smells like th same kind a stuff Miz Anderson’s 
been a-given you — only,” he sniffed again, puzzled, “a body cain’t 
git this 'thout a prescription. An this doc,” he went on, his troubled 
glance on her coat now, “he said you’d ought to come in an let him 
see ye. Them places on yer neck. They look swoll’ up to me, and 
they could be a-given you a infection, he said, er layen around lifeless 
this away could be th flu, that doc ” 

Gertie had roused enough to lift on one elbow and glare at him. 

“Aw, Clovis, spenden good money fer Money,” she repeated the 

word slowly, her face twisted with a great effort to remember 
something. Her wandering glance went about the room, paused on 
the block of wood, went on, and came at last to her coat; there it 
stopped. She frowned over the coat an instant, tlien seized it, and 
began a frantic searching through the pockets. She found at last the 
right pocket, the one that would let her hand go deeper, fishing, 
hunting. 

Her brows were contracted still with the great effort to remember, 
but the lost thing seemed less a memory of her mind than of her 
hands, for it was not until she had searched through tlic coat and 
stared a moment at her empty hands that she asked, hesitantly, as if 
she did not wish to speak of it to Clovis, but must, to still some panic 
rising now in her eyes, “Didn’t you put it back, what was left? They 
was so much it couldn’t ha tuck it all.” Her words grew thick and 
struggling. “She’s got to have a marker— right av\ay. So many 
others — she’ll be lost.” 

“They’s no danger a that,” Clovis said, and ii seemed he had been 
standing there for days, saying this to iier, over and over, “but all th 
same we’ll git a marker.” 

She began the frantic searching through the coat again, frowning, 
whispering, “1 couldn’t ha lost it.” She looked at Clovis,* angrily 
demanding, “Give it back. Whal’s left; I’ll keep it till we git th 
marker.” 

Clovis had turned towards the door, his shoulders sagging wearily, 
but he turned slowly back when her voice rose in an insistent crying, 
“Give it back, Clovis, what’s left. You might lo.se it fore we git th 
marker.” 

“Gert — you’re too sick to worry over sich. We’ll manage.” 
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She sprang up, caught him by the shoulders, and searched his face 
as she shook him, demanding, “You ain’t lost it, Clovis? You 
ain’t?” 

He could not look at her, but tried to back away, his voice dis- 
couraged like his eyes as he said, “Whit warned me — an Victor, too; 
but when Victor had a chanct tu tell me, it was too late; he’d seen 

one a them cops Enyhow, them two cops, they see a heap a 

accidents — an when they see, well — people in trouble like us, they’ve 
got a place er two they send people like us — you know, not knowen 

nothen — to ” He licked his dry lips, his soft eyes glittering like 

her own. At last he drew a deep breath and plunged on. “An ever 
time they send some dead — some customer — they git a little some- 
then frum th undertaker. Leastways, that’s what Whit an that tool- 
an-die man told me. An th places th cops recommends — they ain’t 
so — good.” 

He backed away from Gertie’s boring eyes. “Ain’t so cheap, I 
mean. Like I asked th man fer a pretty good casket — like you 
wanted, nothen cheap an shoddy. He showed me one an told me th 
price — a th casket; an I told him you didn’t want no fancy funeral 
with a lot a cars — like you said — ^jist somethen decent. An he said th 
funeral alius matched the casket — an he didn’t say no more about th 
cost. 1 ought to ha knowed when he asked all about where I worked 
an how much money I had an how much 1 made; but he was all 
smoothy sighs, 

“Enyhow, when it was all over, th cost was twict as much as what 
he told me th casket ud be. He got real mad when I kinda com- 
plained. Half fer th funeral, half fer th casket, he said. You’ve gotta 
take a kind a fancy funeral with a halfway decent casket; an that 
doubled it.” 

Gertie had been silent, watching his mouth and his eyes like a deaf 
person or one other-languaged. But at last bewildered concentration 

gave place to angry disbelief. “You mean, Clovis ” Still, her 

hand would not believe, and began again its frantic searching down 
into the llimsy cloth which she had at some time or other opened with 
her knife or restless fingers until the pocket was a deep and secret 
thing hidden in,tlic lining. Her hand was still when she said, “They 
ain’t nothen left fer a marker? Nothen?” 

He tried to fill his voice with an easy certainly, “We’ll git one 
pretty soon, that is, th down payment.” 

She was tired, her hand unmoving, her body slumping on the bed. 
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but after a moment she said, still hoping, “You’re lyen, Clovis. 
You’ve lost th money. People couldn’t be so mean.’’ 

Clovis picked up the bottle wrappings, “Gert, honey, I didn’t lose 
it; don’t take it thataway. I recken it’s like th tool-an-die man said — 
cops don’t make a lot a money less’n they've got jobs where they can 
git shakedowns. But them accident men, all they can git is a little 
kickback fer senden somebody ’’ 

She frowned over tlie strange word. “Kickback?’’ 

He nodded. “Everbody does it. I’ve beared em say in th shop that 
these big men that owns these plants, why, they give kickbacks to 
them gover'ment men that gives cm contracts at high prices. An then 
th men that ain’t so big — well, kind a th size a this McKeckeran — 
why, they git kickbacks in money er favours frum th people they give 
a good parts-maken er scrap contract to. Tliem kickbacks comes 
outa taxes in th end — they say; but this un — it come out uv us.’’ 

She looked at him, for an instant the old Gertie. “Oh, Clovis, 
don’t be a-throwen olT on people jist cause they've got more money 
than we’ve got. Look at Uncle John — he's a good honest man.’’ 

“He’s worked mighty hard,’’ Clovis said, and seeing her more like 
herself, he reached and patted her shoulder, “You’ve saved onct — 
we can agin — enough to finish paycn for all this an git ih marker.’’ 
A look of awe came into his eyes. “Jist think, back home when you 
had all that money, an th money ycr mom give you frum Henley 
together with what I sent, you must ha had six, seven hunnert dollars. 
Why, that was enough to buy you a little patch a land like you’d alius 
wanted. I’ve beared say,” he went on, seeing that she was listening, 
and glad himself to talk about back home, “that John would ha sold 
th Tipton Place fer less’n that.” 

He backed away from the rage, the torture in her glance, her eyes 
blazing, glittering like those of a trapped wild animal, penned for 
easy torture. He hesitated, half frightened, but tried again to smile 
and talk and fix her thoughts on back home. “Why, if I’d ha 
knowed you’d ha had all that money. I’d said buy a place an wait fer 
me. I’d ha worked up here jist long enough to git me a pretty good 
truck, an soon as th war was over I’d come a-rollen home an a fixed 
me up a good road a my own like I’d alius wanted, an never a had to 
fix up somebody else’s washed-out road no more an ” 

“But you never wanted a farm — Mom didn’t want me to Oh, 

Lord.” After the screaming words she dropped back upon the bed 
and turned her face to the wall. 
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He cleared his throat, studied her as she lay with her legs drawn 
up, her head pulled down as if she would hide herself. “I wanted 
you to have what you wanted, Gert. It was jist— jist that I didn’t see 
no way a saven up fer a farm, an I hated to see you an th youngens a- 

worken an a-heavin’, alius a-given haf a-what you made an ” 

Her unmoving back silenced him, and he stood a long time looking 
down at her, but reached at last to pick up her coat. 

She turned swiftly, raising her hand as if to strike him, crying, “Git 

away. I alius thought you’d want my money fer a truck She’d 

still been alive.” 

She dropped upon the bed again; and after a long time of watching, 
opening his mouth, then closing it, he went away. 

She heard his feet, and then the sound was lost in the steel mill, the' 
traffic, the wind, the trains. She wanted to look at the window again, 
but she was too tired. No, she wasn’t tired; it was just that there was 
no reason at all why she should turn over and look at the window. 
The w'all so close to her eyes was just as good, almost the colour of 
the window, sooty grey, tinged with green. 

She w'as back on the old Ledbetter place on the ridge top, cleaning 
up a patch of brush to make a new-ground cornfield. The wind 
rocked the pines, the creek was aroar from the white rain that had 
brought the wild plum to full bloom all in one night. Cassie was the 
baby, but big enough to walk hanging on to Gyp; she couldn’t hear 
her chatter for the wind, a kind of begging, crying wind, scattering 
the redbud flowers, but still a voice crying, “How yu comen? I 
gotta have a dream, kid.” 

Gertie opened her eyes. Early afternoon sun slanted through the 
window, falling on the dirty, disarrayed bed, the shaving-littered 
floor, and showing each speck of grime and dirt on the four sides of 
the window-panes. So much ugliness she shut her eyes, and pulled 
a corner of the quilt over them. She tried to bring back the roaring 
pines and the redbud flowers, but the voice would not go away. 
“You’ll smother in this room, kid. Th sun's took a notion to shine, 
an considering it’s in Detroit it's doing pretty good. Yu need a 
little air.” And Max knelt on the bed and reached across Gertie, 
and after some struggle lifted the inside window, then raised the 
little board across the three holes in the storm-window sash. She 
leaned back on her heels, smiling on Gertie, her gum still. “Listen. 
Yu know what it is.” 

Gertie heard Detroit. She awakened more fully, and all the things 
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came back again, and lay like black cats choking her; she pulled the 
quilt higher; if she could hide from them all — 

Max pulled the quilt away, tipping her head tow'ards the three 
little holes, commanding, “Listen. Yu gotta listen.” 

“Where's Amos?” Gertie asked, starting up. 

“Victor’s got him by th hand. Listen,” the girl insisted, and w'cnt 
on, smiling, her eyes soft. “1 recollect onct about this time — no, it 
was earlier — we was on our way back from Texas, an we hadda stop 
somewheres in Ohio, an them big fields was one big puddle. That 
night Pop couldn’t sleep for listening; said he counted eight dilTcrent 
voices, an th frog eggs he got me hatched in Pittsburgh.” 

Gertie had ceased pulling at the covers, for now she heard, now 
faint, now a swelling chorus, the voices of the frogs — tliousands and 
thousands it seemed like, more frogs than slie had ever thought could 
be. She halfway wanted to listen, but Max was all a-jiggle on the 
bed, laughter in her eyes, laughter in her voice, “it’s spring, kiddo,” 
she was saying. “Th war’s about over. I said to myself last night, 
‘You’re young an alive, kid; quit th crappen an leave this damned 
alley; you’ll never learn to make them damned Polish dumplings.’ 
Ugh! Th first time I bit into one a th things at Victor's mom’s — you 
know, innocent, not looking for cabbage — it was all 1 could do to 
keep from losing th rest a th junk under th table.” 

She bent above Gertie, looking down into her face, “ ‘And why for 
because,’ I asked myself, ‘should 1 spend my life making what will 
never be no good nohow? Who inu hell,’ I said to myself, ‘wants to 
try to make pies like Mother makes when it’s so much simpler to let 
Mother make urn inu first place?’ ” She jiggled Gertie's elbow. “But 
I gotta, just gotta have a dream. ‘You’re lucky,’ 1 said to myself th 
first lime I seen yu. You’re still my luck, but they ain't much time. 
We’re buying furniture, an pretty soon we gotta own our own home 
like Victor’s people. Sec? Be good an respectable an go to church, 
an be stingy as hell so’s yucan buy a lotta crap for th house; an a 
good fur coat like his mom’s got, so’s you’ll hafta wear* th si^me 
damn’ coat for years and years, an be allatime wearing your wits out, 
wondering is it keeping good inu summer-time. Ain’t that liven? 
Spend all your days living with that crap you’ve .saved like hell to 
buy — six lamps Victor’s mom’s got in her living-room.” The words 
had come tumbling over Gertie as if she were just a piece of some- 
thing to catch the tumbling words. 

“If I could a lied allatime an kept most a mu tips; but I ain’t no 
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good at lying. See? Not when I thought I loved th guy. He wanted 
to save, so’s I give him most a what I made ; he banked it in both our 
names. He’s a good honest guy.” She sprang up. “Look, I gotta 
have a dream.” 

Gertie turned her head so that she could see the window; lying flat 
like this, the whole window was filled with sky — not even a telephone 
wire across it — blue with white clouds; blue like the wild iris by the 
creek. But Ma\ didn’t want wild iris or white water. She must give 
Max want she wanted. The sky was so endless, the white clouds 
sailing: I saw a ship a-sailing; a-sailing on the sea. “Sea,” she said, 
not looking away from tlie sky, knowing it was what Max had 
wanted, for Max was taking the dream, carrying it towards the door, 
crying; 

“I gotta go — I’m so late now I’ll hafta call a cab.” She turned for 
one last glance at Gertie, then stopped, studying her with narrowed 
eyes as she bent above her, snilling. “Wotta they given you? Goof 
balls a some kind. They’ll drive you crazy.” She snilTcd again. 
“Pink stuff in water, huh? Quit it. Medicine won’t help what ails 
you. Mom, they doped her up so, to keep her quiet when she learned 
what had happened to Pop wlien that drunk colonel run into um, that 
•she, well — you know, went like Pop. Yu gotta git outa here. You’ll 
go nuts.” 

“They’s no place to go,” Gertie said, “ ’cept to Cassie, an they won’t 
let me.” 

“Go ask Homer questions; I’ve never had th time. But whatever 
you do, quit that stuff. It ain’t putten yu to sleep — s’maken yu 
goofy. Hell, kid,” she said, straightening the bedspread, “we’ve all 
got holes — an they all gotta be stuffed with something — liquor, like 
pore Sophronic, or religion an liquor — it takes em both — for Daly; 
or phcnobarbitol, like somebody Mrs. Anderson knows. She’s th 
one give it to yu, ain’t she? She giggled too much ina alley when Joe 
come yesterday, but Mrs. Bommarita — she's a hateful smooth- 
faced bitch, you never tell when you hear people cry — she said Mrs. 
Anderson cried a lot.” 

She remembered the time, and hurried to the door, calling over her 
shoulder, “I’m comcn over tomorrow an clean this room up. An 
yu’d better hurry up an eat something or I'll tell Victor's mom an 
she’ll bring yu galombkis — ugh! — an you'll hafta eat em while she 
watches to make certain you enjoy um.” 

When Max had gone, Gertie lay and once again forced all her 

M 
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being towards the sky; and the clouds, instead of being ships, were 
clouds only, and below them in the land she could not see were high 
pines with wild pansies blooming at their feet, and lower in the foggy 
valley were sugar maples red with bloom, and the poplars flowering 
in the coves where the earth was black, pure black, with hundreds of 
years of fallen leaves, and lower still was the white water; she kept 
hunting the white water, but the fog and the spray covered it; she 
couldn’t see it, though it was loud, so loud 

A fast train roared by, and she sat bolt upright. Telephone poles, 
a row of chimneys, smoke, and an aeroplane tore apart her sky. She 
pressed her palms hard against her ears and rocked her head from 
side to side to drive the sounds away. 

When the train had gone she sat a time and looked at tlie block of 
Wood. She wanted to work on it, but she was too tired. She was hot 
and sweaty, but to do anything about it was beyond her. She wanted 
a drink of water, but the bathroom was too far away. She lay down 
again; but now the sky was only something above telephone poles 
and the steel mill. Then, like an onrushing wind, she licard the first 
wave of home-coming schoolchildren — whooping, laughing, kicking 
tin cans, and soon Enoch’s feet up the steps and the door banging 
open. * 

In a moment he was asking from the doorway, “You feclcn better. 
Mom?’’ and without waiting for her answer rushed on to tell of how 
the project office was giving grass seed and fertiliser, and loaning 
rakes and spades so that the project people could grow grass and 
flowers. 

“Flowers — in this place?” Gertie asked. 

“Yeah. It’s spring, Mom — or mighty nigh.” 

But Gertie could only repeat, “Spring,” and stare vacantly, never 
so much as looking at Enoch as he rattled on : 

“Can I go to the office. Mom, an git some a that stuff for free? 
Claude Jean an Gilbert’s gocn — an. Mom, Victor said we gotta have a 
fence — th kids is punchen his place full a holes.” 

“Fence,” she repeated. “You cain’t grow stuff without a 
fence.” 

“Goody,” he said, “that’s what I told um,” and he was gone. 

Then Clytie was asking from the doorway, her voice a careful 
whisper, “You fcclen better, Mom?” 

And when Gertie nodded, she came on into the room. “Mom, 
we’re jist about out a everthing. Can I go to th store? My girl 
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friend’s waiten. We’ll take Amos an hold both his hands — but they 
ain’t nothen to cross.” 

Gertie nodded, drowsing, dreaming of fence. “If you don’t have 

eggs enough ” Her hand went into an imaginary pocket in the 

old familiar gesture; she awakened, and the hand dropped, loose- 
fingered, on the bedspread. “I hate fer you to have to wake yer 


“Oh, don’t worry. Mom. Zedke’s been awful good to us. He give 
me credit when I asked. You an Pop was gone — an we was out a 
everthing.” 

She was gone, and Gertie repeated, “Credit; credit.” Something a 
man had given Clyde, but nothing was for free, and whatever it was 
it wasn’t a bargain. Debts. She wanted the fog and the white w'ater, 
and shut her eyes, squeezing them up tighter and tighter, but like last 
night, or maybe a week ago or for ever, other things came unbidden 
behind her eyes. She saw a rotten box sunk in a pool of black water, 
half covered with fiat, limber, water-soaked leaves; she kept wonder- 
ing what was in the box and why it was there, and all the time she 
knew it wasn’t there. 

In front of her was an old, old quilt; in it were squares of while 
calico set with black-sprigged flowers from the dresses her grand- 
mother had worn after her grandfather died. The box was gone; in 
its place was the spring path at home, a little cedar tree, two lime- 
stone rocks, and a loose shccpskull rock in between, and the path 
yellow-dusty. It wasn’t there, only the quilt. But she had to follow 
the path, for it led to her fatlu-’s barn, and Callie Lou had run 
around the barn corner, her red dress and black hair flashing past the 
corners of her eyes, always just going away, sw’ifter than her eyes. 

She opened her eyes wide, and Callie Lou skipped past their 
corners; she rolled them, turned quickly in bed so that she could see 
the door, but Callie Lou had just gone through it. If she hurried she 
might catch her in the kitchen; there was nobody in the house but 
CaHie L6u; it was so still. Gertie ran on tiptoe, the nightgown 
billowing behind her, her tangled, unbrushed hair scattered over her 
shoulders and half-hiding her face. But hurry as she would, Callie 
Lou flitted out of the kitchen door as she was taking the few steps 
down the hall. There was so much racket in the alley was why she 
hadn’t heard the opening and closing of the door. 

She opened the inner door, but stopped when she looked through 
the storm door into the alley. The overflowing trash and garbage 
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cans, the shreds of cardboard dripping from the walls, the grey 
clothes-line poles with their grey sagging ropes, the mud-splattered 
children, all the debris of the winter — the ugliness clear in the white 
spring sunlight, for the wind-scoured sky was clean of smoke. 

And seemed like she had never known there could be so many 
children: digging with shovels and spading forks from the project 
office, laughing, eating, quarrelling, crying; but Callie Lou was not 
among them. She had slipped out of sight, and was waiting, laugh- 
ing, hiding just around the end of the building. Soon she would 
bring her back; like last night she’d hunted her all the way to 
Cassie’s grave, and then brought her home only after much trouble. 
Tonight, like last night, she’d have to wait until Clovis was gone. 
Children’s cries blew through the broken pane. How had it been last 
night? Someone had followed her, then led her home. She rubbed 
her eyes hard with a thumb and finger. There was no Callie Lou, 
only children in the alley. 

She was tired, and the bed was far away. She leaned against the 
door-frame and watched the children. Most were congregated about 
Gilbert as he struggled to connect a hose to the outside tap under 
Max’s bathroom window. But, in spite of a great deal of advice and 
much help, he was unable to screw it on so that it did not leak; little 
boys were constantly reaching behind him to turn the tap, and still 
others opened the hose nozzle so that water squirted here and 
yonder. More than one child got wetted, and Gertie’s yard became a 
bedlam of screaming children, most joyful as they threw mud, fought 
for the hose, or ran in mock terror from its spray. 

Supper-getting mothers began to glance uneasily from their kitchen 
doors, and some even called to their own. Claude Jean Meanwell 
grabbed the hose, turned off the nozzle, and sprang to the top of 
Gertie’s coal-house. “Look kids, w'e gotta behave; they won’t let us 
have u hose no more,’’ he screamed above the uproar. “1 know a 
real good game we can play; yous’ull like it.” 

Gcorgie, hearing the word ‘game’, sprang on to the garbage-can 
and began to climb on to the coal-shed, screaming, “I’m gonna play. 
I’m gonna play.” 

Claude Jean kicked his hands away. “Everbody’s gotta line up ona 
ground in front u me. Come on, kids, lotsa fun,” and his voice was 
enticing, inviting. 

Gilbert Meanwell looked up from his tussle with the hose con- 
nection; his eyes on his younger brother were for an instant half- 
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admiring, half-afraid. Then he, too, smiled and began to call the 
children to come and play a good game. 

Francis Daly, older than the others, who had until now been a 
bystander, watching the water fights over a bottle of pop, began to 
giggle; but after throwing his emptied bottle into the alley he 
smothered his giggles enough to cry, “S’u real good game, kids. Lots 
u fun; butcha gotta line up an push — hard — real hard, like they was a 
door in front a yu an a fire behind yu.” 

The children, especially the younger ones, flattered by an invitation 
from older boys to play, came flocking. Soon the mass of shoving, 
giggling, pushing children stretched in a wide band from Gertie’s 
coal-house almost to the Meanwells’, with Francis Daly behind them, 
his arms widespread as if he herded sheep. 1’hey were even more 
eager when Gilbert, by the water throttle, called to Francis, “Yu 
wanna be old man Flint? We gotta have him inu job-hunten game.” 

“Sure, but I gotta be a plant protection man, too,” Francis said. 
“S’fine game, kids,” he added, talking now to the children, his voice 
reassuring, for some had begun a backward pushing, eager to get out 
of the shoving mass. Others, though still pushing towards the coal- 
house as directed, looked anxiously up at Claude Jean who was 
smiling, standing suspiciously near the hose nozzle, though it did not 
even drip now, for Gilbert kept his hand on the screwed-down valve. 

Gilbert gave an uneasy glance towards Mrs. Bommarita, watching 
suspiciously from her stoop. He screamed to Francis, “We gotta git a- 
playen,” and to Claude Jean, who seemed ready to burst with 
soundless giggles, “Yu gotta git sot.” 

Francis stretched his neck, made himself as tall as possible. He 
then commanded in a loud, unnaturally deep voice, heavy with anger 
and authority, its wrath turned on Claude Jean, “Yu gotta send dese 
men home. Gitum outa du way.” 

“But, Mr. Flint, dey ain't done nutten,” Claude Jean answered; 
and he too tried to make himself tall and deep-voiced, but failed in 
the,face ®f his giggles. “Daisies jist waiten tu git jobs. Dey been here 
all night.” 

“Dey ain't no jobs. Daisies inu way. Git um out. Out,” and ‘Mr. 
Flint’ screamed, waved his arms, jumped up and down, waved his 
fist, and in general so beguiled the children with his fit of anger that 
most, looking behind them now at ‘Mr. Flint’, forgot their suspicions 
of Claude Jean by the hose. Many were choking with laughter 
when Whealeye, for ever wary of her brothers, saw Gilbert’s quick 
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hand on the valve, and screamed, “We’ses gonna git drownded — 


Her words were cut off by the hard-beating stream of water that 
came with full force through the lawn-sprinkling nozzle that Claude 
Jean had opened wide. The children set up a mad, squealing, shoving, 
fighting scramble to get away from the cold, hard stream, while 
Gilbert and Francis, bigger than the others, waved their arms, 
shouting, “Yu gotta go out bydu gate — youses can’t come inu plant.” 
And they herded the children into the water that Claude Jean, 
laughing his flat-eyed, soundless laugh, squirted impartially here and 
there. 

Gertie suddenly stiffened, then crouched, and put her face close to 
the broken-out pane, for above the clamour of the children and the 
angry screams of the hurrying mothers she heard Wheateye’s shrill 
screeching, “Callic Lou, Gallic Lou; are you okay, honey? Call th 
rescue squad, quick. Yous’es has put out tli fire but my kid’s 
smothered an drownded. Git me u ambulance, quick.” 

Wheateye screamed still more wildly, and sprang into the kindling, 
shed. “Send um back. She’s all right. She started u fire herself a 
playen wit matches. Oh, yu mean, mean kid,” and Wheateye lifted a 
knee, and began spanking the long carrot she had been nibbling. 

Gertie crouched a moment longer, listening. 


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE 

The whispering went off and on like the sound of the shoals in 
the Cumberland when the wind was gusty from the west; she 
struggled, wanting the wind, but, wakening, took the whispering. 
She saw the window filled with the late spring sunshine, strange 
sunlight, blurred and moving like rain. She realised it was her tears 
that made the window move; she mustn’t cry; she hadn’t cried since 
her mother gave her some of Henley’s money; no, not since the 
afternoon she’d learned the bigness of the alley, the kindness; big 
enough and more it would have been for Callie Lou — and maybe 
Reuben, too, for the alley and the people in it were bigger than 
Detroit; no, it was another afternoon, that time when she had gone 
out to bring Callic Lou back from the dead. 

But when was all this? When had she stood by the kitchen door 
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and watched the children? She pondered; yesterday, a week ago, 
today maybe? Spring it had been, or somebody had said it was 
spring; no greenness, and the wind she’d sniffed through the kitchen 
door had been raw and cold as from a field of ice. She called Amos. 
The whispering came again, and then Clytie’s answer, “He’s a- 
watchen his tadpoles ina kitchen, Mom,’’ and the whispering started 
up again, fierce arguing now. 

She looked about for lier coat; it was gone from the bed. She 
dropped her head back upon the pillow; it didn’t matter about the 
coat ; the pocket was an empty hole. Everybody had holes, but a body 
had to live with holes, fill them. The light made her head ache; she 
closed her eyes; she ouglit to brush her liair, but what was the use of 
it? And it was like she had weights on her hands and rubber in her 
elbows. “Mom, didn'tcha say I could have a fence?” 

It was Enoch, run up to her bed, disregarding Clytie’s angry, “I 
toldcha not to be a-waken her.” Clyde turned to her mother for 
support. “Mom, yu ouglita see th mess he's maken inu yard. Him 
an th kids has brought junk frum all over — loads an loads a them 
little sticks frum th scrap wood ” 

“They’re pickuts, I tell yu,” Enoch screamed. “We're goen ” 

“You’re not gonna do nothen. You can't cut up them old wore- 
out clothes-line polos th maintainance man give yu fer free. An 
Victor won’t hep none.” 

“He’s aimen to. He hadda work overtime a heap,” Enoch, almost 
in tears, said. 

“Him an Max, they're gonna move away soon’s they can find a 
place,” Clytie reminded him, then turned to Gertie with her tale of 
Enoch’s foolishness. “He hadda go an buy some seed up at school 
t’other day; he done it jist cause th other kids was buyen cm — a heap 
a th people around’s a-putten out winder-boxes, an some in privates 
has got gardens; an inu project here yu can rent a garden.” 

“Pop won't,” Enoch cried. 

“Whit» rented him one last year, an th ground was pure sand where 
they give cm gardens, an th dogs an cats nastied up what little stuff he 
did grow; said he didn’t make back his seed,” Clytie reminded him. 

“That's why we gotta have a fence,” Enoch insisted. 

“Silly, Pop's alreiidy said it ud cost too much.” 

“But I’m tellcn yu that what I’ve spent on seed an fencen I got 
myself by goen to the store an sich fer people.” Enoch was screaming 
again. 
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Gertie roused enough to make a shush-shushing sound. “Pop 
ain’t tryen to sleep,” Clyde said, and added quickly when Gerde 
stared at her, “Thet punch-press division had a little lay-off— jist 
about a day, they think, on account a parts shortage.” 

“Why?” Gertie asked, pushing herself up with one hand, swinging 
her feet to the floor. 

“They had a wildcat somewhercs where they make um,” Enoch 
said. 

“It’sa teamsters’ union, walked out over seniority; an they 
couldn’t git um hauled,” Clytie corrected. 

“Aw, heck, yu don’t know nothen ; th teamsters ain’t got nothen to 
do with this un; it was another’n,” Enoch argued. He remembered 
his original quarrel with Clytie, and turned again to Gertie. “Mom, 
didn’tcha say we’d build a fence — jist yesterday? Me an Victor, we’ll 
saw them posties,” and he hurried away while she was trying to think 
up words in which to tell him he couldn’t build a fence. 

When the children had gone, she continued to sit on the edge of the 
bed. She ought to go see what the child was up to, but it didn’t seem 
worth the trouble. She studied an elbow come since yesterday out 
of the block of wood, and gradually the night grew in her mind like a 
quilt block partly put together: they’d quarrelled at her because she 
wouldn’t take the pink medicine; most of the night she'd worked on 
the block of wood, smothering with the man in the wood the trains 
and the dangling boot and all the other things that came behind her 
eyes when she tried to sleep. She touched the top of the head, gently, 
as if it had been some human to whom she would show gratitude. 

She had her hair parted in the neat, straight parting that made a 
white line across her head, but was still brushing it when Mrs. 
Anderson came, pink-cheeked, bright-eyed, and smiling as she held 
out the glass of pink water. She was playful, shaking her finger. 
“You’re way behind on your medicine.” 

Gertie gave the woman’s loo bright eyes a critical glance, then 
frowned and shook her head. 

Mrs. Anderson set the glass on a chair. “You’re better,” she said, 
still smiling; and when Gertie made no answer, but only nodded 
under the curtain of her hair, she turned to the block of wood. One 
side now was no block of wood at all, but the cloth-draped shoulders 
of someone tired or old, more likely tired, for the shoulders, the 
sagging head, bespoke a weariness unto death. Mrs. Anderson 
touched the top of the head, fingered the hair where it fell apart over 
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the bent neck, a strong neck with muscle and bone rising out of a fold 
of the cloth, careless cloth, as if the wearer were too lost in uneasiness 
or sorrow to think of cloth, consider its colour or quality, only pull it 
blindly about him and hold it because one must hold to something. 
“It’s beautiful,” she said. “I’ve seen pieces take prizes not half so 
good. You must finish it — finish it,” she repeated slowly and 
emphatically, as if the finishing of it were a job that could be done 
only with great sacrifice and determination. 

Gertie looked up at her through the curtain of hair, and spoke 
slowly, as if the words were stones to be prised one by one from the 
hard earth. “I aim to — alius 1 aimed to finish him, but never had th 
time. But now, seems like, they’s nothen left tu me — but time — an 
she alius begged me. I wish I’d tuck th time.” 

“But how does one take time when ” Mrs. Anderson had 

stood an instant, her hands clenched by her sides while the bright 
smile that had seemed ready to burst into giggles slid somehow with 
no movement of her mouth into a big-teared, soundless crying. She 
dropped all in a heap on the lloor, bent her forehead against a 
wooden shoulder, and wept fully and completely as her Judy wept 
when she was hurt. 

Gertie watched her a moment, puzzled, then began patting her 
shoulder and smoothing her down-bent head. 

The woman sprang up as suddenly as she had flopped down. “I 
should cry before you!” she said, her eyes on the man in the wood. 
“But sometimes I wonder — why raise children? Why give your life 
up to them — everything — if — if their lives will be as miserable as your 
own? Why?” The last ‘why’ was a hesitant whisper, as if she were 
afraid to believe that she had asked such a question. 

“Why can’t I be like Mrs. Daly?” she went on, her voice loud and 
angry now. “When her ninth baby was three days old, her husband 
soared up enough to bring her home from the hospital — a cab hired 
with money borrowed from Zedke — put it on the grocery bill — 
bj;inging her ninth child to temporary housing, designed by a space- 
stingy government — at least for workers’ housing — for four children 
at the most. And is she happy? She was standing on her steps this 
morning — it must be all of ten days old — yelling details of its birth to 
Mrs. Schultz, who’s looking forward to her sixth. A person would 
think that for twenty years she had prayed to the Blessed Virgin for 
just this one child. The stupidity of so many children! Homer, on 
the basis of a fairly good sampling, estimated some time ago — when 
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he was interested in such things — that this project already had 
roughly twice as many children as it was set up for.” 

3he stopped for breath, then rushed on, “And what will they all do 
when the war’s over? Homer used to think about things like that 
before he tasted the — what is it in the Bible? — my grandfather used 
to use the expression a lot, but somehow I can’t think so well.” 

“The fleshpots of Egypt,” Gertie said, remembering she would try 
again to read the Bible — seemed like she had tried but the words had 
blurred — “or else,” she went on, “th birthright fer th mess a pottage. 
Samuel gincrally preaches on both together, but I never tliought he 
ought — a. body can, I recken, taste th lleshpois ’thoul scllcn their 
birthright.” 

“But not Homer,” Mrs. Anderson said. “Just think, he was just a 
poor, socially conscious government worker running a little employ- 
ment office until he got some workers for Mr. Turbi — the Mint people 
were of course grateful, for nobody has yet thought up a way to 
make money without men. They held out the fleshpots for a sniff; 
Homer claimed he was curious, and snatched and gobbled — but he 
never sold his birthright — he thinks he’s found it. But he stole 
mine.” 

Gertie pondered, pinning up her hair; the woman thought she was 
still drunk on the pink stuff. “1 guess,” she said, speaking with 
difficulty, thinking of the Tipton Place with Cassie, “we all sell our 
own — but alius it’s easier to say somebody stole it.” 

Mrs. Anderson walked to the door and back again. “ ‘.Steal’ is 
perhaps not the right word. What does a woman do? I’m not Max; 

I have children. Her baby died; now she is free to ” Her thoughts 

seemed to wander, and she smiled, the homesick smile of Christmas 
Day. “I wish I’d painted Max. Do you know that all these months 
I’ve lived here and wandered the alleys after Georgic and collected 
statistics for Homer, I’ve ached inside to go on with my painting; 
Indiana fat farms and cattle— and flowers — a sort of Rosa Bonheur— 
Grant Wood — you know, I rejected modernism, surrealispi, 
Marxism, and all the rest for life in Indiana as I saw it — that is, 
of course, I rejected everything but Homer.” 

Gertie shook her head, not understanding, but Mrs. Anderson 
rushed on; a cloud had to drop its rain; Mrs. Anderson had to drop 
her words. “Always I hated it, this alley, the ugliness, the noise — 
there wasn’t time or quiet in which to paint— and of course nothing 
to paint, only statistics for Homer. I never saw them — the pictures; 
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Wheateye standing on the coal-shed roof with a popsicle in her hand 
— Homer had wanted airplanes for thesis background, so I set out 
to count the airplanes going over; many children helped, but 
especially Wheateye; strange I never saw her then, but I do now; 
dirty with popsicle juice dribbling down her chin; Sophronie worked 
overtime a lot last summer and couldn’t give her children much of 
anything but money; there’d be flies buzzing round, and the grey 
houses and the dirty trash cans, always spilling, and the black steel- 
mill smoke, but there she would stand on the coal-house looking up 
at the clean, silvery airplanes.” 

She shook her head wearily. “But I never saw her, any more than 
[ saw Victor when he came home tired and dirty with goggle marks 
around his eyes after a double shift in the steel mill, sixteen hours. 
But he didn’t look, you know, proletarian-tired, exploited; he looked 
happy; Max was pregnant.” 

She looked at the pink medicine she had set on a chair. “Are you 
certain you don’t want this?” She reached before Gertie finished 
shaking her head, drank it quickly, shivering a little, then stood a 
moment, staring at the block of wood. She straightened her 
shoulders at last, and smiled at Gertie. “You’ll have to get well — 
quick. Somebody has to watch the children while 1 house-hunt.” 

“But ain’t you got a house?” Gertie asked, weary of the woman. 
While she had rattled on, something almost pleasant had come into 
her head, something she had thought she wanted to do, tired as she 
was; now it was gone. 

“Oh, that thing in Muncic,” and her voice was a mimicry of 
Homer’s, “we’re selling it, of course. But I thought I’d told you; 
when a farmer buys cattle he looks them over lirst. Well, the other 
evening the great McKeckeran was looking Homer over — and his 
wife too; that’s me. Two or three days later Mr. McKeckeran called 

him in ” She stopped, frowning. “He spoke, but somehow I 

think his wife, that Mrs. McBales, is behind it all — why — but 
anyway; the great one said, ‘We’ll need well trained men in your field 
after the war.’ ” 

She smiled at Gertie as she turned towards the door. “The strong- 
arm, up-from-thc-ranks, shirt-sleeve, rough-house stuff" is out; every- 
thing is smooth, smooth, smooth. Moses had only the Ten Com- 
mandments when he came down from his visit with God on the 
mountain, but Homer after his lunch with McKeckeran had the 
Promised Land — only. I’m the one has to find the house there.” 
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Gertie nodded, the last hairpin jabbing firmly down into the great 
smooth knob. “I’ll watch yer youngens. I’m better, lots better,’’ and 
when the woman had gone she began to dress herself and straighten 
the room. There were long moments when she would sit drooping, or 
even flop on to the bed, tired to her death, all living useless, wonder- 
ing why she moved at all. Then she would think of Mrs. Anderson 
flopping around, weeping over nothing. Once her fumbling 
fingers found the knife, had opened it, and she had turned to the 
block of wood before she stopped, frowning — something else 
tonight. 

The children and Clovis had finished supper, and the late spring 
twilight was red-washed with the steel-mill light, before she was clean 
and dressed, her bed made, and the room straight. All were over- 
joyed to see her come walking, calm and neat, into the kitchen. 
Clovis, hunched over a little contraption on the kitchen table, smiled 
up at her, and begged her to cat some supper. Amos came running, 
crying, “Lookee, Mom, lookee,’’ and pointed to a cake with white, 
thick frosting on a shelf behind the stove, and then brought from 
under the sink a fruit jar filled with water and half-grown tadpoles. 
Mrs. Schultz, she learned, had sent the cake, and Victor had helped 
Amos get the tadpoles. 

Her knees shook and the floor seemed a weaving slippery hill, but 
she stood up long enough to rummage through her chunks of 
seasoned maple wood on the kitchen shelf to find a piece that was 
suited to her needs — the pleasantness of whittling a little fat doll for 
the new Daly baby. 

She sat by the table, and Clytie, seeing the knife and the wood, was 
reminded to tell her, “Mom, two or three days ago a girl at school — 
she didn’t know about Cas — our trouble. Her mom seen th crucifix 
you’d made fer that Hungarian woman, and her mom wants one, 
too. She keeps plaguing me to ast you.’’ 

“Yer mom ain’t able tobea-doen all that whittlcn now,’’ Clovis pul 
in quickly. “That tool-and-dic man an me, we’re riggen Ittr up a 
contraption. 1 got this little old vacuum cleaner motor today cheap. 
It needs new brushes an th wiren’s shot, but soon as I fix it, it’ll be 
good as new. An th tool-an-dic man’s riggen up a saw tu go with it.’’ 
Clovis picked up a tiny wrench and bent over the motor again, his 
washed-out, yellow face less tired, his eyes warm with satisfaction as 
piece by piece he took it apart. 

“I could do it now — start it,’’ Gertie objected, her hands hesitating 
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over the piece of wood, one end already growing into a bald, baby- 
shaped head. “I could make a cross — quick,” she said. 

“You can turn em out by th dozen when I git a saw set up,” Clovis 
promised. 

She stared at it a moment, her brows puckered in a disapproving 
frown, but she did not shake her head. After a time of working 
slowly and ever more slowly on the doll, she laid it aside and took 
instead two short straight lengths of wood that when put together 
would form a cross. Shaping the pieces exactly alike in width and 
thickness, and trying to figure in her head just how long the arms 
should be, were dull and tedious after the baby’s head. There were 
moments when her hands fumbled, and she seemed to wander on 
creek banks through wild ginger leaves and above frothing water — ^it 
would be nice now to make a wild ginger flower in wood. She 
realised that all of them, even Enoch by the radio, were watching her, 
their sneaking, tiptoeing glances touching her face and her hands, the 
way they had done when they came to the door; and she was silent, 
going meekly away when Clovis suggested that she go back to bed. 

Enoch left Pat McDougall of the FBI and followed her into her 
room, where he lingered to tell her, in low tones that Clytie could not 
hear, of the wonders of his fence. Did she know that he had dug 
three holes in just a little while? Easy; here in this country of no 
rocks all a body had to do was screw out the dirt with a thing like a 
big corkscrew; he’d left some holes undug, and if she got to feeling 
real good and strong she could see what he meant, but she wouldn’t 
have to be strong, not real strong; the work was that easy. 

He went away, and a little eagerness for the next day stirred within 
her. She’d look at Enoch’s fence the first thing. She shook her head 
over the strangeness of her children. Enoch it was who, given the job 
of sticking the pumpkin seed into the hills of corn, had hidden them 
instead in a hollow stump, where they had grown and told of his lazy 
ways. 

€he shut her door, and looked hungrily towards the block of wood. 
But she was still fumbling, determined to work on the cross that 
would bring in money, when she heard the tool-and-die man in the 
kitchen. His voice was familiar; seemed like she remembered it 
through Callie Lou’s running, her dreams, and the trains, saying 
always much the same things it said now: “How’s everything? I just 
dropped around to see is there anything I can do.” 

Whit came soon, and, not long after, the two men left together. 
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Clovis, idled by the walk-out, went to bed with Amos, as he had been 
doing lately, she thought, for Enoch seemed always to be in the 
living-room. She struggled with the cross, but the things were moving 
behind her eyes again, and with the little holes in the storm window 
open the sound of the trains came more clearly. There began again 
that continual re-living of the last few moments of Cassie’s life, when 
over and over she would put the picture together again piece by piece 
like one methodically laying hot coals on her own body. 

She turned at last for comfort to the wood; gradually her own 
torture became instead the agony of the bowed head in the block of 
wood. The arms grew tonight, not fully, but enough she knew the 
hands would not be reaching out, but holding — holding lightly a 
thing they could not keep. The head was drooped in sorrow, looking 
once at the thing it had to give away. Who gave, and what gift, she 
wondered. Jonah with a withered leaf from the gourd vine — Esau 
his birthright — Lot's wife looking at some little pretty piece of house 
plunder she could not carry with her — Job listening to the words of 
Bildad and wondering what next the Lord would want? And what 
had Job said? 

She got the Bible and thumbed through it quickly, then read, 
knowing the words were there; but something forced her to read as it 
forced her always to remember : “For there is hope of a tree, if it be cut 
down, that it will sprout again, and that the tender branch thereof 
will not cease. . . . But man dieth, and is laid low . . . and the 
river wasteth and drieth up: so man lieth down, and riseth not.” 

She closed the book and laid it on a chair, and stared at it, her 
hands twisting across her aproned tap. Amos, and the old preacher — 
she’d comforted the children with him for Henley— and Solomon, 
and Jesus, and John the Baptist, and Jonah pitying the gourd vine, 
and Jethro’s daughter bewailing her fate in the mountains; but all — 
all of them could not change Job’s words. 

She couldn’t cither. Her head drooped, and even the wood was 
wood only. A train came, jerking her to the window to \\latcli,'to 
listen, to live it over again. She fled tiptoeing from the sound into 
the kitchen. She snapped on the tight, and the bottle of pink 
medicine above the sink caught her eye. She grabbed it, jerked out 
the stopper, turned towards the one drawer in the place for a spoon ; 
she didn’t need a spoon, half the bottle, alt the bottle, anything to 
get her through the night, bring her, if not sleep, a little forgetting. 
She stopped, the bottle halfway to her mouth ; Gallic Lou, seemed 
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like, had just flitted through the door, past the corners of her eyes. 

Seemed like? Wavering a little with weakness, she set the bottle on 
the sink rim; if she took enough of the medicine Callie Lou would be 
there; she’d go running, flitting, always a corner, an alley-turning 
away. She rubbed*her hand hard across her eyes. Did she remember, 
or was it like Callie Lou — only something seeming — a hand bigger 
and stronger than her own, pulling her? She had struggled against it, 
angry because Callie Lou was past the next turning, hidden in the 
dark, laughing at her, the soundless-seeming laughter; but the voice 
that commanded had been troubled. “Yu gotta git in; yu gotta git 
some sleep an I’ve gotta sleep; I can’t be allatime watching yu. 
Nobody yu need tu hunt in u alley ; yu kids is home sleeping.” 

“Not all,” seemed like she had said. She remembered nothing 
more, only the man’s voice kept running through the soundless 
laughter; it had held pity for her, and kindness — she, Gertie Nevels, 
had never needed pity — and what was kindness? She looked at the 
little bottle, full of lights and gleams under the light; if she drank it 
Callie Lou would come alive, and she herself would sleep and dream, 
to waken at times and work on the block of wood. The block of 
wood? She might ruin it. Gertie Nevels must whittle it, not some 
weak and weeping smoothed-out creature; she couldn’t flop down 
and cry like some: she had to make money; a cross waited to be 

whittled, and A train came, and for refuge she went to a hand of 

the block of wood. 

The crimson light greyed up for dawn, and in the shaving-littered 
room she slept, but wakened soon, half dreaming still of earth and 
trees and hills and running water. Dreams, she told herself, and got 
up and dressed, and then remembered. Not all of it was dreaming; 
she had the oartli. The earth at the bottom of Enoch’s post hole, 
how had it looked? 

Still, it was late morning and she was caring for the little Andersons 
in the alley before she had a chance to look at it; dark and rich it was, 
w’ith mbre sand than that on top, and smelling even more like the 
clean earth back home. She would like to have touched it, but she 
had Judy on her other arm; her weak knees trembled with the 
weight of the child when she bent above the scattered earth. 

She set Judy on the coal-house roof and leaned against it, resting. 
Mrs. Bommarita was hanging out clothes, Sophronie was taking 
down storm windows, and past her the Schultz baby-carriage poked 
through the storm door. Then Mrs. Schultz, neat and starched as 
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always, and with her hair in curlers, came behind, guiding the 
carriage down the steps. She called gaily to all the women, including 
Gertie, then left the carriage on the walk, and from her coal-house 
dragged out a large trough-like box. “Ain’tcha starten farmen kinda 
early this year?” Sophronie called, on seeing the box. 

“Why, it’s spring,” Mrs. Schultz answered. “Joe’s been selling 
pansies; and if they weren’t so dirty I could pick a ton of dandelion 
greens. Do you think nasturtiums would grow in a window-box? I 
love to smell them so, but they do take up a lot of room. Perhaps I’d 
just better stick to pansies and petunias. You’ll have a fence,” she 
was calling now to Gertie. “You grow some nasturtiums and I’ll 
come smell them.” 

Gertie smiled, but shook her head over Enoch’s beginnings of a 
fence. It was in truth what Clytie had said it was, a mess: piles of 
little kindling-wood slabs that Enoch meant for pickets, and a great 
line of junky, oddly-shaped posts stretching between her place and 
Sophronie’s, across her narrow strip of yard and two sides of Victor’s 
place on the end, enclosing in all a good-sized piece of earth. 

Worse even than the posts were the would-be stringers: heavy, 
crooked, nail-scarred old oak planks Enoch must have bought 
cheaply at the scrap-wood place, for they were unfit for either 
kindling or lumber. Mrs. Bommarita looked at the mess with a head- 
shake of displeasure. “Yu’ll never keep th kids out— last summer 
they ruined my gladiolus; they’d started out real pretty.” 

Mrs. Schultz, rolling the baby-carriage and with two little ones 
tagging after, reminded Mrs. Bommarita that tlie children had 
always left her window-box alone, and that some of Sophronie’s 
marigolds, even without a fence, had bloomed. But Mrs. Bommarita 
remembered how the Dalys had made mud pics out of a pot of just- 
getting-started-good delphiniums Mrs. Anderson had put to sun on 
her stoop step, planning to set them on the other side of her house 
where the children played less often. 

Sophronie reminded the dour woman that no child Ifad ever 
bothered her sweet-potato vine; and she’d forgotten it once already 
and left it sunning on the coal-shed roof when she left for work. 
There followed an animated discussion of Sophronic’s wonderful way 
with a sweet potato, but Gertie was silent, feeling ashamed; seemed 
like she was the only woman in the alley who had no growing thing — 
even Max had some ivy in a little glass dish. She wondered about 
Max. Why hadn’t she come for a dream, either yesterday or today? 
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Mrs. Bommarita was complaining now that the Dalys threw 
banana skins in her yard, and Gertie wondered aloud on the colour 
of hair the new little Daly had. “Oh, that’s right, you ain’t seen her!” 
Sophronie cried. “She’s th cutest thing.” 

Gertie looked longingly towards the Daly door, and Mrs. Schultz, 
careful not to let her eyes linger on the scarred face or bandaged neck, 
looked at Gertie. “I saw her only three days ago, but the stingy thing 
still wouldn’t let me see her eyes — and I hate to be always running in. 
Yu know, yu don’t feel too good when a baby’s not two weeks old. 
But couldn’t we all go at once? Be better than somebody always 
running in — and nobody’s got a cold.” 

They all turned towards the Daly door, but Mrs. Schultz gave a 
last lingering glance at the fence, her blue eyes slightly narrowed, 
pondering. “Yu know, 1 think perhaps we’ll have a fence. I never 
know what to do ; save every cent for a down payment on a house or 
spend it all as you go along — a long spell of sickness could take all 
you’ve saved — but kids, they’d always remember a yard with 
flowers.” 

“1 tried the saven onct,” Sophronie said, then added slowly, “but 
mebbe th war’ull be over pretty soon, an with a lot a people outa 
work things’iill git cheaper an — well, you don’t have to worry none 
— firemen they don’t hafta go on strike er git laid off . . .” 
Sophronie’s voice had grown more and more halting, more troubled; 
plain it was she did not like to think of that time — for herself. 

Mrs. Schultz frowned, uncertain. “But what if they take off 
OPA?” 

They readied the Daly door, all its lights broken now but one. Just 
as they had got up the steps, Mrs. Daly flung it open and stood 
smiling on them all, especially Gertie. “Come in an see du baby, but 
please don’t look at mu house,” she went on somewhat wistfully as 
Mrs. Schultz, the best housekeeper in the alley, stepped through the 
door. 

• “Ugh, you ought to see my place,” Mrs. Schultz said. “I can’t bear 
to look at it myself,” and she no more than the other women 
appeared to see the crowded, cluttered kitchen, nor did they let their 
glances stray into the still more rumpled living-room that served as 
living-room and nursery by day and bedroom for four little Dalys by 
night. Mrs. Daly, young and happy-looking in a new cotton house- 
coat, had eyes only for the bundle which Maggie, as if to be finished 
quickly with the visitors, was hurriedly bringing into the kitchen. 
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Mrs. Daly took it with an eager smile, and sat down somewhat 
carefully on a chair with a broken seat while the women crowded 
round her, their eyes expectant, smiling. She pulled the blanket from 
the reddish, puckered face, and at once the place was filled with soft 
“Oh’s” and “Ah’s” and uncounted cries of, “Oh, that hair! I do 
believe she’s got jist one dimple.” “One dimple; ain’t that some- 
then?” “Ain’t she big? Lookut, she already knows th way to her 
mouth. Ain’t she strong, though?” 

There was a moment’s silence while the five pairs of eyes watched 
the baby’s eyes; for, as Mrs. Schultz had complained, she held them 
stingily squinched, sucking one fist, waving the other, frowning, 
uncertain of whether or not to cry. “She’s kind a little to look around 
much,” Gertie said. 

“But she’s been ” disappointed Mrs. Daly was beginning when 

the baby, like a good child, opened her eyes wide and smiled. The 
women fell into a chorus of wondering exclamations over the beauty 
of her wide, dark blue eyes, as if until now they had never taken that 
first look into any baby’s eyes. 

Sophronie’s exclamations were almost at once swallowed in giggles 
as Mrs. Daly, the better to display the wonders of the feet and body, 
unwrapped the baby. “Lordy, I didn’t think you’d put it on her,” 
Sophronie cried, picking a speck of lint from the green crocheted 
jacket the baby wore. 

“Put it on her!” Mrs. Daly exclaimed, for an instant able to take 
her eyes from the baby’s face. “Lookut what Sophronie gimme. She 
knowed it ut be a red-headed girl. Canyu imagine?” 

Sophronie flushed at such praise. “Back when I was gitten Easter 
clothes fer th kids down at Union Credit, I seen this green baby 
sweater — I’d never seen no green baby clothes before, but I thinks to 
myself, ‘That little Daly she won’t look good in pink.’ 1 was afeared 
the green ud make Miz Daly n.ad, but it was so cute I bought it.” 

“Mad,” Mrs. Daly said, looking at the baby. “You had more 
sense’n me. Till I seen her, I had my heart set on another {;irl like 
Maggie — but there was this green, ready waiting. Maggie,” she said, 
glancing towards her oldest but beaming as on the baby, “is tli only 
one has got hair an eyes like her fadder.” 

“She’ll always be th prettiest one, I bet,” Mrs. Schultz said, smiling 
at Maggie, who through all the goings on over the baby had stood 
silent in the passway as if she would hide the mess behind her that too 
plainly showed the family’s torn sheets and tattered blankets. Her 
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eyes were unsmiling when she glanced briefly at the baby, though 
when Mrs. Schultz complimented her she did smile, that is, her lips 
went away from her teeth, the dimples leaped into her cheeks, and 
she tossed her head enough to ripple her dark curls. 

“An no matter how pretty she gits, she cain’t never be no better 
than Maggie,” Mrs. Daly said, smiling on first one daughter and then 
the other. “Wudju believe it? Not one little cross word for having 
to miss school — and even, one day, mass.” 

“She’ll give yu black-headed, blue-eyed grandchildren,” Mrs. 
Bommarita said, studying Maggie. “A dozen — could be fourteen.” 

Mrs. Daly, at the thought of fourteen grandchildren, all black- 
headed, bounced with delight until the baby jiggled on her knees; 
then she was hoping she could get a few more pieces for Maggie’s 
hope chest first and, it would be nice for Maggie to finish high school, 
then let her marry, “an raise as many babies as th Blessed Virgin 
sends her, like any Christian woman ought.” She smiled at Maggie 
again, but Maggie had turned her back on her mother, and gave no 
sign that she had heard. 

There was a banging on the kitchen door, and a chorus of 
children’s voices, Amos among them, all crying, “Georgie’s gotta 
buggy widu kid in ut.” 

It was Mrs. Schultz’s baby, left for an instant by the Daly door. 
No harm had come to it on the wild bouncing ride down the main 
alley before lleet-footed Sophronic rescued it. But even she, the silent 
one, joined in the chorus of condemnation and gazed wistfully upon 
Georgie. “Law, wouldn’t it be fine to spank him, jist onct !” 

“Summer, summer,” Mrs. Schultz said, sighing, putting the baby- 
carriage by her stoop, hunting with her eyes through the alley until 
she found the two-year-old and the four-year-old. She was, however, 
soon in her usual good humour again, and called to Gertie as she 
walked slowly past with Judy, hunting Georgie, “Yu know, I think 
I’ll crochet a cap and bootees to match that green sweater — it costs so 
much td give all the new babies around something, but since it’s a girl 
and she’s so proud and all. I’d like to give it something.” 

Gertie nodded. “I iiggered I couldn't spend no money, so’s last 
night I started it a little whittled foolishness.” 

“I wish I could carve,” Mrs. Schultz said, turning back to her 
spading, but had lifted only one shovelful of earth into the window- 
box before she was calling, like a child, “Lookee, looked” 

Gertie went closer, but at first could see only a little mound of 
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broken pebble-strewn cement; then between the rock and the house 
wall she saw the violet leaves, still blue and rolled against the cold; 
but living leaves. “I never thought they’d pull through,” Mrs. 
Schultz was exclaiming. “I put that rock around them to keep the 
children from squashing them to death, after they’d brought them to 
me from that vacant land on the other side of the railroad tracks. 
And now they’ve pulled through,” she repeated, her voice triumphant. 

Amos came calling to tell his mother that Gcorgie had run away 
towards the steel-mill fence, and Gertie followed. Today, with the 
warmer weather, there were many people in the alleys: women doing 
much the same things the women in her own alley did, and quite 
often men also were rolling carriages, washing windows, changing 
storms for screens, or even hanging out the wash; for most three-to- 
twelve shift workers were by now astir. A man polishing his car 
smiled at her, and up near the steel-mill fence a youngish man with a 
bad limp, who was putting up a little square of fence on one side of 
his stoop, hurried away before she had hardly finished her question 
of had he seen a little boy dragging a red wagon upside down. The 
man was back in a moment, pulling Georgie in his wagon. 

While Georgie was in sight, Gertie rested a moment on a covered 
garbage can, but soon he disappeared at the next turning, and she 
followed. People smiled at her; some praised the warm spring 
weather, others remarked that Judy was a pretty baby, but none 
noticed the bandages on her neck or the scars on her face. A small 
child with black eyes and white hair on a red tricycle fell in behind 
her, while back and forth and round her went a large and long-haired 
dog who now and then wagged his tail and licked the face of some 
passing child; and Gertie surmised that he, like the grey cal she fed 
sometimes, belonged to the alley. 

She found Georgie again near the corner of the project where the 
railroad fence and the steel-mill fence came together. Near-by was a 
unit with a child-dug, toy-strewn bit of earth that had no beginnings 
of grass or fence or llowers, but on the stoop a dark dumplmg of*a 
woman with broken teeth and a moustache bent lovingly over a 
erSpe-paper-swathed pot in which a dusty grey and prickly cactus 
stood. The woman lifted her head and smiled at Gertie. “A whole 
new leaf it gives, since Christmas,” she said. 

Gertie’s knees were weak, and the ground seemed all awhirl; she 
stopped to rest on the woman’s steps, and though there was some 
trouble — one hardly able to understand the other — some talking 
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passed between them; the weather, and flowers, and children mostly. 
The woman, Gertie thought, had four, but she wasn’t certain; maybe 
it was four and the baby trying to crawl through the door. 

Georgie came, but only to tell her that now Amos was missing, 
though Georgie thought he had gone home. Gertie hurried down the 
alley by the railroad fence, trying not to look at the place where the 
hole had been, mended now with a whole new board, unpainted yet 
and too plainly showing among the dull sooty green of the other 
boards. Seemed like she couldn’t get past the place; it was like she 
stood still, sweating, shivering, going closer and closer, but never able 
to get it behind her. What would there be now on the other side of 
the crack? 

There came a soft calling, half-crying, half-laughing; and Max 
came running through her seldom used front door, then looked over 
her shoulder as if afraid of being seen. “Amos is onu other side with 
Victor,’’ she said in a calling whisper, and came running on, one hand 
pushed down into her housecoat pocket. 

“It come up — see — th number yu gimme,’’ she whispered when she 
was close to Gertie. “Just like always, I got th page number it was on 
in Mom’s old dream book, added th number on th third check I give 
out at work, and give it to Casimir next morning — an it come up — it 
come up.’’ She was half-laughing, half-crying, all bouncy on her toes, 
as if by bouncing she might hurry out the whispered words. “I 
couldn’t sleep all night for thinking on how I’ll scram. Butcha gotta 
keep it till I go — I ain’t taking no chances on going soft and showing 
it to Victor. T played um big. Yu got a pocket handy?’’ And after 
glancing swiftly around her, l.er hand came up out of her house- 
coat and shoved the thickish roll of what looked to be twenty-dollar 
bills down into Gertie’s apron pocket. “About 830, I think, in all. 
I put in some tips I’d saved.” 

She was hurrying back to her door, her housecoat billowing about 
her, her hair blown over her face as it had been when she first came 
asking fbr a dream in the snow. “Don’t tell nobody — he might hear 
lit.” 

Gertie took a swift step towards her. “Honey, you’d ought to give 
him this money. Don’t go; he’s a good steady ” 

Max, her hand on the door-knob, whirled towards her in ex- 
asperation. “He’s in u yard trying to nail fence. He’ll hear us. I 
gotta go. He’s allatime been after me to go to mass. I said I would — 
now.” 
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“Now?” 

“Sure.” Max was still, with her hand on the door-handle, her face 
turned skyward as she waited for an aeroplane to come lower and 
smother the sound of the closing door. “I can be kinda nice to him 
now. See? I ain’t afraid no more. When my number come up, I 
knowed what I hadda do. See? But — well — if I wanta make him 
feel kinda nice s’okay now, on account I know he can’t soften me up 
none. But it’ll hafta be quick. 1 gotta scram pretty soon on account 
a we’re — he’s gonna move soon's th war’s over, see?” The aeroplane 
circled down for a landing, and under cover of the sound Max shpped 
through the door. 

Gertie went on to the alley where Victor, red-faced and covered 
with sweat, looked mad enough to eat the three nails he had crooked 
in the wood. She handed Judy to Enoch and considered the nails and 
Victor. She was so weak, with her legs all a-tremble, and her arms, 
too, just from carrying Judy, she knew she couldn’t drive a nail in 
seasoned oak. But what were the words for telling a body how to 
drive a nail? She pondered, shaking her head. 

She took the hammer; the feel of it, the same old hammer she had 
used back home, was good in her hand. Victor held the stringer, and 
she set another nail by the three he had crooked. It wasn’t easy; the 
post jiggled in the damp sandy soil and wouldn’t stay firmly against 
the iron-like oak stringer; and worse, it seemed like all the alley 
watched her wrestle with the contrary mess. However, it was only a 
moment until a great yell of triumph went up from the watching 
children. She rested, and then worked on until she got four stringers 
nailed and Victor could start putting up the llimsy little pickets. 

The yells and commotion in general awakened Clovis, who came 
to the door; and Enoch ran up to him crying, “Wc’rc gonna have a 
fence, a real fence. Pop.” 

“But won’t it cost a heap? Recollect we’ll have to pay our part,” 
Clovis said in a low voice meant only for Enoch and Gertie; but 
Enoch, sticking out his chest almost as much as Mr. Daly,‘told his 
father that he had already paid for more than their part with money 
he’d got for running errands and such, and anyway he’d managed to 
get a lot of the stuff for free. 

Gertie looked at Clovis with wonder; strange it was for open- 
handed Clovis to worry about the bit of money the fence would cost. 
“You short on money?” 

He shook his head. “Not bad. My pay cheques ain’t been so big. 
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missen time like I’ve been. This week that wildcat’ull make me short 
agin — but I recken I can meet all th payments. Th grocery bill at 
Zedke’s is mebbe gitten kind a big so’s I mebbe cain’t finish it ofT, 

but ” He licked his lips and studied her as if loath to trouble her 

with bad news, then spoke quickly, as if to be finished with the 
business, “Th trouble is, they’s a heap a talk out at the shop about a 
speed-up on a parts assembly line — an, well — they’s a bunch a hot- 
heads ycllen fer a strike, and everbody in my division ud most likely 

hafta go out in sympathy. list another wildcat, but ’’ He looked 

at her worriedly as she continued silent, wiping back her hair with a 
bended arm. “Gert, you oughtn’t to be out a-doen sich. You ain’t 
able to mind that woman’s youngens, let alone build fence.” 

Gertie had been resting on the steps, but now she got slowly up, 
glad to feel that some of the quivering was gone from her knees. She 
turned towards the door; it was almost noon; Judy was hungry and 
Enoch’s cars were dirty. “I’ll never git my strength back a-layen in 
bed — an already I’m so behind in ever thing I never will git caught 
up.” 


CHAPTER THIRTY 

T.HE house-hunting went slowly. Mrs. Anderson usually got 
home late, tired and angry, near tears at times. “One hundred fifty 
dollars plus utilities for an apartment no bigger than our unit here — 
no place at all for the children to play. They did us a great favour 
even to consider taking the children. . . . Three hundred dollars 
for a house like that — furnished they call it; it’s so filled with junk 
there’d be no place for my piano. . . . But we have to have a place 
to live — but even after selling the place in Muncie there still won’t be 
enough for a dow'n payment on the house and all the furniture we’ll 
have to buy— nineteen thousand they want — it’s almost new, one of 
th<; last .houses built before the war — but ugh! — the decorations; 
black roses in one bathroom. And it’s all so tiny, just a brick box big 
enough to hold the gadgets; no place at all for me to paint.” She 
sighed. “But Homer likes it. Why? The great Mrs. McKeckeran 
herself found it; it’s in the poorer section of her own neighbourhood; 
and is Homer flattered?” 

The woman might have talked all through supper-getting had not 
Joe come calling, and she remembered she was out of vegetables, 
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though as usual she quarrelled at having to buy them from “that 
smuggler”, as she sometimes referred to Joe, or from “that smuggled 
one”, by which she meant Joe’s nephew. Gertie went out for 
potatoes and turnips — cabbage was high now, but turnips, with the 
tops good enough for a bite of greens, were cheap. Joe smiled at her, 
and the nephew smiled; he wanted to say something, and studied her 
face an instant, smiling, hunting the word, but in the end snapped his 
fingers, laughing at his failure as he said, “No seeck.” 

“Well,” she said, and he nodded, pleased, repeating the word 
slowly, but it sounded like ‘weal’. 

It was a cold day with a mist of rain and at times a spit of snow, 
but Joe’s truck was piled high with flowers for setting, which he sold 
along with the vegetables. Among them were some tiny lavender 
flowers such as Gertie had never seen. They made her think of the 
wild sweet williams back home — something wild for Cassie’s grave; 
then Enoch was begging, and Clytie, too, “Buy flowers. Mom. Buy 
flowers. Miz Schultz has already put pansies in her winder-box.” 

Gertie touched the flowers, but firmly shook her head. Cassie’s 
marker came first. The nephew saw her glance and said “Flowers” 
slowly, smiling as he took a box of marigolds and bent above them 
sniffing, then held them out for her to smell. She shook her head 
again, and said the two words Max had told her to say when she 
wanted to be rid of a pedlar, “No money.” 

He pondered a moment, looking past her to the fence, half finished 
now, with the earth behind it spaded. He turned, and after some con- 
sideration selected a box of pansies and a box of the little lavender 
ones and turned to Joe. Some talking in their language passed 
between them with Joe at first frowning and shaking his head, but at 
last he yielded to the insistence of the nephew, who turned to Gertie 
with a smile of victory as he set the flowers in her basket. “For free,” 
he said. “Not so hot.” But it seemed to Gertie that the flowers were 
only a little battered, a little wilted; the roots were damp and living. 

She wanted to thank him, but Max came running down her steps, 
and as always the nephew had eyes and tongue only for her. It was on 
Max that he had tried, one by one, the new, important words he 
gleaned from America; ‘credit, car, instalment, movies, coke, down 
payment, priest, mass’, along with the others, such as ‘dollar’, he 
seemed always to have known. He would watch her lips, smiling a 
little as she corrected his pronunciation. 

Enoch begged to set the flowers in a safe place close to the house 
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wall, and where they would get the morning’s sun; but that night at 
supper Gertie felt guilty about the gift. Her words of “No money” 
to the nephew seemed like begging now when Clovis suggested that 
she buy more. “But I thought you was afraid you’d have to go out 
on a strike,” she said. 

He shook his head; some shut-down anger slipped across his eyes. 
“Not now; that steward that was a-lellen us we ought to strike, he 
got — well, kind a hurt an he’s in a hospital.” 

Gertie marvelled that he seemed so little pleased; it was bad for 
anybody to get hurt, but if it had to be somebody she was glad it was 
the man who had wanted a strike. She started to ask about his hurt, 
but the children were all in a clamour of talking, and anyway she was 
tired, with her mind wandering. More than anything she wanted to 
be alone with the man in the wood; but he had been moved again 
into the living-room, for with screens instead of glass the bedroom 
on the alley was too noisy for Clovis to sleep in by day, and her lately 
acquired habit of working on the block of wood in stray moments of 
time through the day disturbed his sleeping. 

She, with Clytic helping, hurried through the hateful kitchen work, 
but still it seemed hours before the place was quiet, with the children 
in bed. Then, she was disappointed, angry too, when just as she had 
readied herself for the man in the wood with a clean apron and 
freshly combed hair, the tool-and-die man came. Tonight he held 
out to her a strange contraption of steel. “A gift for you,” he said, 
but looking round her to the block of wood as he went on to explain 
that the contraption was a part for the Jig saw he and Clovis were 
making for her. This was the p'cee on which she would lay the wood 
for sawing. He’d made it in a parts place owned by a man he knew, 
and now he had a little hand-work to do. 

She nodded, and tried to show some gratitude for this beginning of 
a gift; and hoped a little that he would never get it finished, for with 
the war everything in steel was hard to come by. Conscious of his 
curious* glance on the man in the wood, she turned from it and got 
down the Christ for the unfinished crucifix, and worked on it while 
the two men sat by the kitchen tabic and worked on the jig saw. 
Tonight they seemed wrapped in some dour, troubled silence until 
Whit ctimc, asking, “You uns seen th paper?” 

“I seen him” the tool-and-die man said. 

The other two looked at him with interest. “What’d he say?” 
Whit asked. 
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“He say anything about who he thought done it?” Clovis 
asked. 

“He couldn’t talk,” the tool-and-die man said. “Th papers didn’t 
tell th half a it. They didn’t use a rubber hose on him — knucks, lead 
pipe, and truck tyre chains. I’d say.” 

Whit whistled. “Th paper said that when his wife come a-runnen, 
she seen four men jump into th car. You talk to her?” 

The other shook his head. “She was there, but all she could do was 
bend over th bed and look at him, then turn around and walk back 
and forth like a crazy woman. ‘What’s he ever done?’ she’d say. 
‘He’s always been such a good, sober, steady man,’ she’d say to th 
man in th next bed — like that had anything to do with it.” 

Whit finished his beer, set the bottle on the table. “You’d ought 
to a reminded her they killed Jesus Christ,” then added, as the other 
continued silent, “They’s a heap I think ain't sorry; some’s a-sayen 
he was a commie, or leastways close kin to one.” 

The tool-and-die man lifted his head quickly at that. “You know 
he wasn’t a commie; he did fool around with th Trotskyites a little. 
But mostly some hate him on account he couldn’t keep his mouth 
shut — always he hadda pop otT on th Black Legion, th Silver Shirts; 
an one day he tore up some a Father Moneyhan’s literature. That 
was enough to make him a commie right on th spot.” 

“You think,” Clovis asked slowly, guardedly, “it was somebody in 
th union afeared he’d egg us on to strike that done the beaten?” 

The tool-and-die man was angry now. “If th company can get 
enough good union men like you believing some union men half 
killed another union man, it’ll be fine — for th company.” 

Whit pondered, twirling his beer bottle. “He was ina right, too. 
They’ve set the production quota way too high.” 

“Sure he was ina right,” the tool-and-die man said. “Old man 
Flint knows we got a no-strike pledge. He didn’t raise th quota; he 
just took a few men off a line and let th rest do more work — a little a 
what he done in th depression.” He sighed. “It’s bad, but talks po 
good, not now; it ain’t safe. I tried to tell that to Bender, but he 
won’t shut up; he’ll be next, an they’ll kill him.” 

“Mebbe,” Clovis said, “th police can find who’s docn these beatens. 
Three union big shots beat up and half killed since February — all 
complainen about worken conditions; th police must be looken 
hard.” 

Whit broke into derisive laughter, and even the tool-and-die man 
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smiled as he said, “Th police. You think they wanta find out who 
beat up some a old man Flint’s hands?” 

Not long after, they went away, and Gertie worked on the block of 
wood. Callie Lou was still tonight, so that she worked in peace, 
mostly on the cloth-covered shoulder; the shoulder drooped too 
much, she thought; so tired, so sorrowful. Why so sorrowful, so 
tired? The world, the block of wood, were not herself. She realised 
that for a long time, maybe all the while she worked, she had been 
listening; it wasn’t clear two walls away; Detroit, even in its sleep, 
was too noisy to let human crying come so far, but still she knew it 
was Max who cried. 

This was different from her crying on the night Gertie had rubbed 
Enoch; no lostness now, only sorrow — sorrow because her number 
had won the money. Why so much sorrow, like the man’s wife 
shivering and crying? What had he done, the man, that they beat 
him so? She hadn’t bothered to ask, but he couldn’t be much if he 
ran around with men who got drunk and beat him up. Mrs. Ander- 
son was most likely crying by her wall, sorrowful because she had a 
man and children. Mrs. Bommarita cried by her wall because her 
man was far away — maybe he flew tonight, a waist-gunner, she’d 
heard say. And tlic pretty little Japanese woman so far from her 
home — maybe she cried, too. 

She realised she was tired, so tired the folds of cloth were blurring. 
But when she got into bed there was the crying still — plainer now — 
pure sorrow, like Cassie crying for Gallic Lou ; and she came wide 
awake, remembering, re-living, swung about by the tides of anger 
that made her want to walk ti;e alleys, to pound the walls, to do 
anything but lie still while her mind went on and on, refighting all the 
battles lost. If she tore herself from Cassie, there was Reuben 
waiting, and if from Reuben, the lost land called, and then became a 
lost life with lost children. She thought of the pink medicine; take 
enough of it and maybe the anger and the hatred would leave her; 
she lifted on one elbow, but in a moment lay down again; with the 
anger and the hatred, the medicine would also take herself; and she 
had work to do, such a deal of work — the crucifix to finish, baby- 
sitting, the fence to build. 

Next day and on the following days until it was finished, she 
worked on the fence in what time she could spare from her other 
work. Victor, who was now for-cver gay, whistling, or bursting into 
snatches of songs the words of which she could not understand. 
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though the joy came clearly through, helped in the late afternoons, as 
did the children. Girls as well as boys begged often for the privilege 
of driving a nail in one of the little pickets or of using the saw. Gertie, 
working always in a swarm of children, learned soon to keep her 
hammer in her hand and her nails in an apron pocket, for if she left 
either hammer or nails loose they were gone with the children. 

She was nailing pickets around by Victor’s comer one morning 
when she heard a train bell over in the switchyard begin a noisy 
clanging. She hammered hard to kill the sound, shivering, trembling, 
crooking the nail, but pounding on until it smashed into the wood, 
crook and all. Still, the sound, instead of dying, grew louder with the 
blowing of a train joining in. If the train could have blown for 
Cassie — she jabbed blindly into her pocket for another nail, but 
stopped, hammer uplifted when other railroad whistles began a loud, 
long screaming. These were joined almost at onee by the cars and 
trucks all around her; even Casimir, stopped in front of Sophronie’s, 
ran out and began to blow his truck horn. Somewhere bells were 
ringing, then Enoch came shouting, “Mom, Mom, they’ve beat th 
Germans!” 

Mrs. Bommarita ran down her steps, crying, “It’s over in Europe. 
Joe will come home.” She stopped suddenly and stood in the middle 
of the alley looking about her, speaking to no one but herself. “Th 
place were he hadda job sold out.” 

Mrs. Schultz, her baby on one arm, its bottle in her other hand, 
called to Mrs. Daly, “Maybe things will get cheaper now, an they 
won’t want so much for a down payment on a house.” 

“Ain’t it grand?” Mrs. Daly called from her stoop. “I’m hoping I 
can hear dear Father Moncyhan again; they hadda have more room 
for th war news so’s he went olf du air. Wasn’t that patriotic now? 
We need men like him tu make du country turn around an clean up 
them communists while we’re at it — that’s what Mr. Daly says.” 
She nodded her head knowingly as slic came on into the alley past the 
trash can^i. “Du red squad anu FBI, dey’ll listen to um now.« Oh, da 
t’ings Mr. Daly knows,” and she looked at Sophronie, who through 
all the bedlam had continued to hang clothes on the line. Jabbing 
home tile last clothes-pin, she turned to Gertie, sorting slabs for 
pickets now, and smiled her timid, fleeting smile. “Well, 1 rccken 
we’ll all be gitten laid off pretty soon.” 

The shouts of the children and the noise of the bells and whistles 
and horns gradually died, but the uncertainty, the wonder of what 
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next, lingered in the alleys, and instead of joy there seemed to hang a 
heavy, troubled stillness. That night at supper Clytie wondered what 
the depression had been like; she’d heard some of the kids talking at 
school. Clovis, more silent than usual, told her somewhat shortly it 
was a time when there were about ten times as many men as jobs. 
His voice was so short and so troubled, too, that Clytie said nothing 
more; but at last, restless in tlie heavy silence, she turned to Gertie 
with talk of the lilac bush in her girl friend’s yard. “TaU as th two- 
storeyed house might nigh, an full, completely full, of buds for 
flowers. Mom, do you recollect any lilac bushes back home? Donna 
Mae’s mom says th smell, specially on a kinda still rainy day, beats 
anything you’ve ever smelled.” 

Gertie shook her head. “I don’t recollect any, but whatever they 
are 1 bet they cain’t beat wild plum er honeysuckle.” 

A few days later, however, Gertie had to admit that, though the 
smell of lilac flowers was maybe a shade too sweetish, it was stronger 
than any flower smell she had ever known. Clytie had brought an 
armload from her girl friend’s house, and that night in the smothery 
closeness the smell of the lilacs rose stronger than the chlorine water 
smell, dwarfing at times even the gas smell. The alley children 
brought sprays and boughs from the giant bushes set years before in 
the subdivision by the rusty lamp-posts, so that the sweetness hung 
over the alley like the steel-mill smoke. 

It was on such a day, warmish and still, with a little mist of rain, 
that Max, dressed as if to go to work, came hurrying, softly sneaking 
through the front screen door. She stopped on seeing Gertie, and 
held out her hand, empty, asking, but her glance wandered to the 
fruit jar of lilacs by the radio. “'I’hem lilacs got me,” she said. “Boy, 
yu oughta sec an smell um in New England — better than them in 
Ohio.” She wiggled the fingers of the held-out hand. “I gotta go. 
We looked at houses some more yesterday — one kinda nice — oldish, 
u pretty yard, th biggest lilac bush, full a bloom. Haven a lilac bush 
allatimd could be nice if it could be allatime spring with warmish rain. 
Yu lost it?” 

Gertie thought the child looked hopeful, as if, learning her money 
was gone, she would turn round and go back to bed, and move in 
time to Hamtramck, into the house with the lilac bush; and in after- 
years the girl would thank her, and Victor too, for Max would some 
day tell him. Their children would laugh in the springs when the 
lilacs bloomed, over the old tale of how Mama once might have run 
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away when she was young and sad because she’d lost that first little 
baby, and could have been a homeless tramp upon the earth, wander- 
ing among men and cities into a lonesome old age — only, the big fool 
woman she had trusted with her money had lost it. 

Eight hundred dollars was enough to pay their debts; the war was 
almost over. She could maybe sell the washing machine and the Icy 
Heart for enough to buy a mule. John would let her rent the Tipton 
Place; there would be enough left from the eight hundred, maybe, to 
get a cow and some chickens after they’d moved back ; it was too late 
for a corn crop — but her father would let her save some of his wasting 
hay. Her father — she took a step forward as if he were somewhere out- 
side the door and she had only to go walking to see him. If he would 
only write to her. They would take Cassie back; and Reuben would 
be there. How did he look now? Her mother in her last letter had 
said nothing of him; she’d only written of what a sweet child Cassie 
had been; and told of how nightly she prayed to God that Gertie 
would take better care of the others, and look upon this death of a 
loved one as an act of God chastising her for her stiff-necked. . . . 
“Yu lost it?” Max was repeating, with no anger, no worriment. 

“Oh no,” Gertie said. “I alius keep it right by me,” and she 
unpinned from down in her apron pocket an old tobacco sack into 
which she had stuffed the roll of bills. 

Max seized it, jammed it down into her purse without looking, and 
after fishing a moment in another part of the purse, brought out a 
new and shining twenty-dollar bill. She shoved it into Gertie’s apron 
pocket. “Buy flowers for yu garden. He likes flowers — his mom’s 
allatime messen around in her yard.” She turned swiftly away, 
opening the door. 

Gertie stared after her with the struggling, wide-eyed look that was 
often on Irer face now, then caught Max’s arm. “Child — ye cain’t go 
like this. You don’t know where you’ll sleep tonight.” 

“Sh-sh,” Max said, glancing towards Victor’s bedroom window. 
“In a bus headed fer th sea I’ll sleep. I gotta see th sea. I gotta go'to 
sleep an wake up an hear wheels a-rollcn under me.” 

“But they’s a heap a seas,” Gertie said. “You ain’t twenty years 
old. Y(ui — you need somebody. Ain’t ye got no people; notlien, 
nobody?” 

Max’s chin lifted; she jerked one shoulder towards the window, 
“I learned there — I didn’t need nobody.” 

“But ain’t ye taken nothen— clothes?” 
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“Leave him th clothes. His stingy mom cain’t never say he spent 
one nickel on me — my tips I saved is in his bank. When yu got money 
yucan buy, and I’ve never had no trouble picken up a job. That 
gospiel woman put some heart in me.” She glanced worriedly 
towards the window. “He worked double shift last night, an oughta 
sleep late. I figger if a jerk like Homer can get next to a job that’ull 
give him grub without so much as dirtyen his hands, they’s hope for a 
girl like me. I think I’ll take a business course — to hell with this 
barmaid stuff. Th big tips ain’t worth th rubben an th pinchen.” 

“I know some people by th sea,” Gertie whispered, reaching from 
the doorway and pulling Max back up the steps. “They’re a little kin 
a mine — they went to Hampton Roads, Virginia, to build ships by th 
sea. They’re good people. Wait, now; I want ye to have their 
address,” and, still holding Max, she got the Bible, and from between 
its leaves took the paper that held the addresses. Among those once 
together back home, but now scattered by. the war, was that of Laurie 
Tompkins; no more than a cousin on her father’s side, but after Meg 
went away the closest thing to a sister she had ever had. 

Max took the slip of paper on which Gertie wrote, and after 
glancing hastily around as if afraid of being watched, opened her 
purse, and from it took a thin sheaf of papers, held with a rubber 
band. “I’ll put it here with me,” she whispered. 

“Me?” 

“Yeah; it’s all a me; see. This I was born; I gotta high-school 
diploma — Pop taught me more’n I’d ever learn in school, but he 
wanted me to have one a th things; he read inu paper once about a 
little school in Alabama wot burned an lost all records — so’s I 
graduated from it — year before i^ burned ; I was smart graduating at 
seventeen. I gotta social security number — when I got this last job I 
never bothered to change it — s’lucky thing.” 

Gertie glanced at the little paper. “But you've been married, 
Max ” 

Max closed her purse, turned away. “Not me, kiddo — his mom 
allatime said we wasn’t — so’s I’ll take her word for it — that’s alia 
me.” 

“I’ll bet if he come a-beggen this minnit, you’d go back,” Gertie 
said, grabbing at her again to put the twenty-dollar bill into her 
hand. 

Max’s “Oh yeah?” was weak and trembling. On the bottom step 
she suddenly turned back. Hung her arms around Gertie, and gave 
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her a quick, embarrassed kiss that landed on her jaw. “I wish you’d 
been my people,” she said, and was gone, flinging the bill back to 
Gertie, then crouching low as she ran past Sophronie’s window, 
never turning her head to Gertie’s calling whisper, “But, honey, 
we're kin, close kin” ; and more loudly, “Victor's a good man, such a 
good steady ” 

That night was the worst Gertie had had in many nights; there was 
some comfort in a hand of the block of wood, a hand cupped, but 
loosely holding ; behind the blank wood above it she could sometimes 
see the face, eyes peeping through the wood, looking down upon the 
thing, hard won, maybe, as silver by Judas, but now to give away; the 
eyes were sad or maybe angry with the loss; it was hard to say, for 
Callie Lou was Hitting again; she was restless, hunting Cassie; lost 
like Victor. In the late afternoon she’d heard his singing as he moved 
about the place, maybe drinking the coffee Max had left ready to 
perk when he flicked a switch. She must have also left a note, for 
after a time there was silence broken only by the restless tramping of 
feet. She’d been out in the early twilight watering the marigold bed 
when with never a word he’d gone down his walk in his Sunday 
clothes and to his car. 

He came home late, long after his going-to-work time; and while 
she lay alone in her forever too short bed in her place close against 
the wall she heard him twist and turn in his bed only a few inches 
away; but still, small sounds, she thought, to keep a tired woman 
awake; maybe it was the smell of lilacs kept her awake — maybe it 
was the lilacs wouldn’t let Victor sleep. He and Max had brought 
home a great armload when they came back from house-hunting 
together. Maybe he didn’t know he smelled them now; but tomorrow 
he would know, and then it would be too late to throw them away; 
he could fling them in the through street and let them be crushed by a 
million cars or he could bury them deep in the earth, but still therc’d 
be the smell — like the train grease on her hands. She hadn’t smciled 
it then, but now she knew it would be for ever on her hands.- 

Next day, while watching the Anderson children, she lingered 
much among the flowers she had planted by Victor’s wall; so little, 
the old maids and asters and cosmos and marigolds, most without 
even the beginnings of buds, yet over them hung the heavy sweet 
odour of flowers. It was the children who found the great, unwilled 
lilac bouquet, pitched pot and all into Victor’s trash can. The 
children broke the boughs into many little sprigs and made a garden 
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in the spaded ground, trampling it so that Gertie was tempted to 
warn them the grass would never grow, but did not. Children needed 
earth as well as grass and flowers. 

However, the grass grew; each afternoon, when the house shadow 
fell over it, the children fought for turns at sprinkling it with the leaky 
hose borrowed daily from the project office. Many passers-by and 
pedlars — like the home-furnishings man, who still came weekly with 
an outstretched hand, but since learning of their trouble now kept 
his suitcase closed — stopped to admire the beginnings of grass and 
the borders of flowers by the fence and the house wall. 

Only Victor never saw the grass and flowers; he came and went on 
many double shifts, and spoke to no one. The alley quickly learned 
about his trouble; Mrs. Anderson thought Max had done the proper 
thing, but Mrs. Daly shook her head and sighed and told him one 
day to burn candles to the Blessed Virgin and also to St. Jude on the 
chance that Max was lost. He maybe listened, for he was still, 
looking at the woman as she spoke, though he stalked away without 
answering. 

Gertie pitied him, but wished at times that he would take a little 
interest in the fate of the flowers he had wanted so. One afternoon a 
gang of boys broke several of the flimsy pickets right in front of his 
window, and he never even knew about it, though he was home 
awake. It was Enoch who noticed the broken pickets when he and 
others played hide and seek among the cars in the parking lot at 
twilight. 

Victor never even yelled any more at the little youngens coming in, 
not to play, but for pure meanness to pinch buds and pull up flowers. 
Georgie, Gertie guessed, gave most trouble, but there was only one 
of him ; there were so many little Dalys, and for all the attention they 
gave her outcries she might have been the wind; or if they answered 
her at all it was with jeers and cries of, “Yu got no right tu fence dis, 
mu pop says; he’s gonna sec du project manager; he’s in good wit 
him; dw gover’ment's gonna make yousc tear dis fence down.’’ 

One Saturday morning when Gertie had done a big washing and 
had just got the first part of it almost dry on the outside line, Amos 
came running with the news that the Dalys had pinched all the buds 
from the cornflowers and dug a ditch in the marigold bed, all on 
Victor’s side where she hadn’t seen them. Gertie sighed in particular 
over the loss of the cornflowers; they had with their early buds 
promised enough flowers for a bouquet for Clytie at eighth-grade 
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graduation, and they would have looked so pretty on the white dress 
Iva Dean’s mother was making for her. She said nothing, but 
Enoch ran after the Dalys and ordered them out of the yard; but just 
as they were going through the gate, Jimmy, the one a little bigger 
than Amos, grabbed up a handful of wet marigold bed by the fence, 
and threw it, marigold and all, so that it dirtied two of Homer’s 
white shirts hung on the line to dry. 

He and his brothers ran home, but Gertie, not wanting the sight of 
the despoiled flowers, turned wearily back into the kitchen, where 
Clovis was eating breakfast. A moment later Enoch came banging 
in, screaming, almost crying, “Mom, yu gotta stand up fer yer 
rights. Mr. Daly’ud have us out a th project if we throwed mud on 
their washen.’’ 

Clovis nodded, and Clytie nodded, and all of them looked at her. 
She hated the washing of the fine white shirts about as much as she 
loved the flowers. She hesitated a moment, then whirled about, 
strode through the door, took the muddied shirts from the line, and 
went on down the alley towards the Daly door. Her own children 
followed, and Wheateye ran ahead gathering recruits with her cries, 
“They’s gonna be a fight. Miz Nevels is gonna beat up on u Dalys.” 

Gertie was just going up the steps with children flocking round the 
Daly stoop, when the screen was flung violently open and Mrs. Daly, 
red-faced and angry-eyed, glared at her, screaming, “Listen, youse 
nigger-loven ” 

Gertie never knew whether Mrs. Daly meant to call her com- 
munist or hillbilly ; Mrs. Daly had for an instant looked past her into 
the alley, and had seen something that made her hands drop from 
her hips and smiles of welcome sparkle in her eyes; she at once 
opened the screen door wide as she said in the voice she used when 
she was walking home from mass, “Do come in, Mrs. Novels — a 
little Roman Cleanser is all them shirts needs — but do come in an 
have some coffee. My, ain’t it a beautiful day?” and she smiled past 
Gertie into the alley with such joy in her eyes that it see^ned the 
uncombed and grimy children screaming among the overflowing 
trash and garbage cans were little angels, clean and well-mannered, 
floating by a green and shaven lawn in Heaven. 

The disappointed children gave a gasp of wonder, and Gertie, 
mystified, went through the opened door, but could not get into the 
kitchen, crowded with children and a glugging washing machine, 
enough to let the door close completely. Mrs. Daly, with a shoe- 
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polish dauber in one hand, for she had apparently been blacking the 
shoes of Mr. Daly, who sat reading a religious paper in the living- 
room, pushed Maggie closer to the table, pulled Gertie in a little" 
more, and so was enabled to close the screen against the flies; she 
then looked through it, giggling with satisfaction. “Ain’t he th 
disappointed one now? Yu thought yu’d take notes on my way a 
tucken, huh?” 

Mr. Daly cleared his throat in disapproval, and Mrs. Daly fell 
silent, but for a moment longer feasted her eyes on the sight in the 
alley. Gertie, unable to turn her body without moving the washing 
machine, twisted her head enough to see Homer moving away from 
what must have been his listening post by the trash can. 

Homer’s disappointed back put Mrs. Daly in high good humour, 
and before Gertie could protest, for she had only wanted Mrs. Daly 
to see what her children had done, not wash the shirts, the little 
woman had seized them, held them an instant under the tap and 
pitched them into the tub where a white wash went round and round 
in a sea of suds and smell of Roman Cleanser. 

Gertie was not allowed to leave until time enough had passed for 
her to have a cup of coffee, but as the pot was empty and no one 
could get to the stove without first moving the washing machine, 
and anyway, as Mrs. Daly said, “Nobuddy wants coffee nohow this 
time of day,” Gertie passed the coffee-drinking time in admiring the 
baby that Maggie was feeding by the kitchen table. The little one 
had grown enormously, produced already three freckles, and gave 
promise of having even more ab indant and redder hair than even the 
stove wrecker. 

In spite of the ruination of the cornflowers, Clytie had a bouquet 
for eighth-grade graduation, though she was annoyed because Gertie 
could not remember to call it a corsage. Iva Dean’s mother fixed 
Clytie one of delphinium spears and pink rosebuds, just as nice as the 
one she fixed for Iva Dean, doing it in the same unasking way as she 
had made the white thin dress and petticoat that Clytie wore, getting 
only what help Clytie could give. The two girls had been talking of 
graduation dresses the day Cassie had been hurt; and later, when 
Gertie had no mind for anything, the red-headed woman had taken 
Clyde’s dress upon herself, not even asking Clovis to pay for the 
cloth, though of course he had. 

Gertie sat beside her in the hot, overcrowded place they called the 
auditorium, though it was little bigger than a classroom, and served 
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as such by day, so small the parents only could be invited to the 
graduation. It was during the singing that Gertie, who had been 
staring straight ahead, trying not to think of the last time she visited 
the school when she had four children in it, heard a faint sniffling, 
turned, and saw tlie tears in the red-headed woman’s eyes. She 
caught Gertie’s glance and blinked them away. “1 was just thinken,” 
she whispered when the singing was finished and the girls, Clyde 
among them, were filing off the stage, “th boys come — one’s on 
Saipan, one’s in England now — when times was pretty good; but she 
was a little accident — come in 1931 — Little Depression we used to 
call her. We hadn’t had our place long, an we never did know where 
th next payment was comen um — Ivan lost his job. But they was a 
job in a little restaurant — cooken — not much, but some leftovers was 
throwed in — an I hadda wean her.” 

The red-headed woman’s husband, a large man with blue eyes and 
scarred hands, squeezed her with the long arm around the back of her 
seat, and smiled at Gertie. “Listen to her take all a credit. 1 hadda 
raise th kid.” And then to his wife, “Recollect when you was worken 
how I’d . . .” 

The principal came on to the platform. Gertie was silent, staring 
in front of her as if she saw and heard all that was said ; but the bright 
lights made black spots swim before her eyes, and the heat and the 
closeness were worse than in her project kitchen. 

She was glad when it was over and wanted to hurry away; but it 
was the way it had used to be back home after church, little knots of 
people talking, lingering, blocking her way; the girls gigglesome and 
gay in their white dresses, the boys stiff, with toothy grins in good 
new suits they would outgrow before high-school time in the fall. 

Many knew the red-headed woman, and with her exchanged 
compliments of children. Two men whom Gertie did not know spoke 
to Clovis, and as she w'as standing, feeling sweaty and plagued 
because all around her people were talking and she knew no one, a 
voice she had heard before spoke out of a little knot ol* people, 
“How do you do, Mrs. Novels. Aren’t you proud to be the mother of 
such a smart, pretty girl?” 

Gertie jumped with startlemcnt, but found soon the owner of the 
voice, and smiled, and nodded and wished she could remember the 
teacher’s name; someone who taught one subject to all the children. 
She forgot the woman when she saw a face she remembered — it was 
turned sideways to her now as it smiled up at a tall girl with tightly- 
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curled yellow hair. The other time it had had a handkerchief to its 
mouth to catch the tears it had no right to shed. She stared hard at it, 
and soon the owner turned. Then as if to answer her angry question 
of “Why did you cry?” the woman said slowly, reluctantly, “I’m Miss 
Huffacre.” 

“You teach th first grade?” Gertie asked, the words coming out 
roughly, accusingly. 

“Yes,” and now the other was able to smile. “For forty-two years 
I’ve taught first-graders.” 

“What had she done?” Gertie asked, moving closer, and it was as 
if they were alone. 

“Oh,” Miss Huffacre said, and there was sorrow, trouble in her 
voice, “you didn’t think she’d misbehaved when I sent for you?” 
She hesitated. “She seemed unhappy — and was so still. She used to 
giggle and wiggle and have the best time. Oh, I don’t mean she 
created a disturbance; she was always very quiet, but — well, I used to 
took at her — and you know how the world is so much troubled — two 
of my boys in one week, neither nineteen — the Battle of the Bulge — 
and you look at tliem and — well — wonder. Anyway, she was so 
happy, so good to look at there in her own world. I’ve had others 
like her — always very bright children. Gradually, of course, they 
grow out of it — gradually. But all at once she seemed so unhappy, 
and was . . .” 

“Like she’d lost something?” Gertie asked in a choked voice. 

“Yes. When I sent tlie note I only wanted to ask if some- 
thing . . .” Sheturnedherhead, for a girl was calling: 

“Lookut Miss Huffacre — a genuine orchid 1 got — lookut! It smells 
— it ain’t paper.” Miss Huffacre sniffed the out-thrust shoulder, 
smiled, as tlic girl said, “Remember what a time we had? I never 
thought I’d learn to read, let alone graduate with a orchid.” 

“And soon you’ll graduate from high school,” Miss Huffacre said, 
adding, “You girls sang beautifully.” She turned slowly back to 
Gertie, who had never left off staring down at her, an angry stare, and 
puzzled, too, with her brows pulled together in perplexity. 

“How many in ycr class?” she asked, her voice harsh. 

“Forty-one of mornings; forty of afternoons.” 

“Alius?” Gertie asked. 

“Not always — part of the time I’ve had only the one class — but 
during the wars and afterwards, for a httle while, there are more 
children.” 
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“An you don’t teach em all year?” 

Miss Huffacre tried to put some lightness into her voice, take some 
bleakness from the hurt eyes. “No, as I often say, I am the be- 
ginning of the assembly. You know, I only teach them one term — 
beginning reading.” 

Gertie shook her head violently, angrily. “It ain’t like a factory — 
not a bit — more like th sparrer bird.” 

Clovis was pulling her. Miss Huffacre was looking troubled, but 
still Gertie spoke, yielding to Clovis as she turned. “I’d think God 
would have a easier time watchcn all th sparrers fall than you — with 
so many little youngens — thinkcn on one.” 


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE 

It was near mid-July with a heat wave settled down before the 
Andersons’ new home was ready; the gadget box, Mrs. Anderson 
called it, for Homer after looking at a few other houses had settled on 
the house Mrs. McKeckeran had found and recommended. Judy 
cried when Mrs. Anderson, wearied with her last-minute chores of 
moving, came to get her from Gertie. “She knows it’s the end of one 
thing and the beginning of something else,” Mrs. Anderson said, and 
Gertie thought she was going to cry. 

They stood in Gertie’s yard, bald-spotted and dug by children, but 
dotted with the green of grass and brightened by borders of flowers 
just beginning to bloom. Mrs. Anderson’s glance went slowly about 
the alley, which, as always for anything the least bit out of the 
ordinary such as a fight or a scout car’s stopping, was crowded with 
watchers — more grown-ups than usual and many, like the children, 
barefoot and scantily clad against the heat, and all sleepy-eyed, for 
last night had been too hot for sleep in th low, unshaded bedrooms 
where the top halves of the windows were nailed shut. 

Mrs. Anderson looked once at scraggledy-headed Wheateye 
dressed in an outgrown bathing suit, strawberries spilling from her 
cupped hands as she ran down the walk, then turned sharply away. 
“I wish I’d looked sooner,” she said. “This alley could keep a 
thousand artists busy a thousand years — and now there’ll never be 
any time — it takes time to be a pillar of society.” 

“You’ll have more room, an mebbe ” Gertie began. 
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“Room? What do you think you can get in a modern brick house 
with a two-car garage in a good neighbourhood for nineteen 
thousand? — but we couldn’t, just couldn’t go in any deeper — Homer 
has to have a good car.” 

“But he’s maken good money — an mebbe you’ll learn to like it,” 
Gertie comforted. 

Mrs. Anderson slapped at a fly with a vicious swing. “That’s what 

I’m afraid of — and what she hopes It won’t be enough that I 

quit painting in the struggle to keep up with the neighbours — I must 
quit wanting to paint. And always,” she went on, her voice vicious 
as her hand slapping at the fly, “she will be there, waiting to see if I 
will ever be anything but the perfect courtier’s wife, but pretty certain 
that I shall be — that I will always cry, ‘See the emperor’s new clothes,’ 
that I will always be afraid to try to give her secret away.” 

“Mebbe she’s kinda lonesome herself an wants tu be — kinda 
kind.” 

“Kind? Her husband is a Flint vice-president; and if God were 
lonesome he’d order somebody to talk to him. I’m not certain, but 
it — all this interest in an underling — is more like a bribe to keep shut. 
Say, I’ve intended to ask you : Homer was wondering — how is the 
man who was beaten, you know, by thugs? I imagine your husband 
knows him?” 

Gertie’s eyes on her were steady. “My man don’t know him — but 
seems like one a th youngens was readen in th paper — he lost one 
eye.” 

“Oh.” She turned sharply a’>''ay. Homer was calling her to come 
look over the place to see if anything had been forgotten; he had 
already looked, but two pairs of eyes were better than one. He came 
and took Judy, and told Gertie good-bye, then lingered, waiting for 
his wife, his frowning glance fixed on the fence so long that Gertie 
felt ashamed of it, such a raggledy-taggledy piece of business it was 
with its strange-shaped posts and crooked stringers. 

.“It ain’t much, but it’s better’n nothen,” she apologised, and 
added, hoping he would understand, “I recken everbody wants a 
little piece a land fenced up an all their own.” 

He pondered, then spoke quickly, for Mrs. Anderson was hurrying 
towards the car. “I wouldn’t say that; not everybody. If people are 
hungry — that is, quite hungry for a long time — they can be satisfied 
with food, even plain bread.” 

They were gone and Mrs. Schultz was laughing, “They got out — 
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maybe there’s a chance for the rest of us.” But Mrs, Daly sighed and 
shook her head. ‘‘Pity du neighbours wot’s gotta put up with 
Georgie.” Sophronie smiled as if a great burden were gone; but Mrs. 
Bommarita was troubled for the future, wondering if it would be 
some family with half a dozen children and the parents given to 
drunken noise and fighting; while Enoch hoped there would be a lot 
of new children, none of whom knew the job-hunting game. 

Gertie pulled a few weeds from the asters, and said nothing. The 
shrill voices of the children, rising all around her, made a buzzing in 
her ears, for the argument between her boys and the Mcanwells on 
one side and the Dalys on the other about the tent they had been 
trying to build together in the corner formed by her fence and the 
Meanwell coal-house, was starting up again. She saw that in their 
fussing and jarring they had got on to her side of the fence and 
trampled the petunias; she opened her mouth to protest, then shut 
it. What else was there for the boys to do?— back home now Enoch 
would be at work and having a better time than he was now. There 
was a place for playing ball in one corner of tlie project, but it was 
across the through street, and the two times Enoch and the Mean- 
wells had tried to play there, bigger boys had chased them away. 

She squinched her eyes against the heat waves dancing on the 
garbage cans, shut her lips tightly against the gassy smell of a passing 
milk truck, but at last turned wearily back into the kitchen, where a 
bleary-eyed, yellow-faced Clovis in nothing but his underpants sat 
sweating over a cup of coffee, and from the looks of his plate the only 
thing he’d touched. 

She sighed over the wasted food; he ouglU to have told her he 
wasn’t hungry; but he looked so nearly white-eyed and with it so 
disgusted she had no heart to chide him, and instead said, ‘‘Honey, 
you’ve got tu git some sleep an rest. Why don’t you an Whit an 
Miller all go off to a park an sleep like you done on them real hot 
days last week?” 

He shook his head wearily. “1 cain’t spare th gas an they caiit't 
neither. An anyhow it warn’t no picnic; they’s alius about a million 
others a-tryen tu do th same thing; ever place else is jisl about as 
noisy as this place; a little cooler mebbe, but in a halfway shady place 
the mosquiters is worse.” 

Gertie wiped her sweat-dripping forehead, and wished for a city 
with many parks holding picnic places and trees for shade like the 
children had read about back home. Here, within walking distance 
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and past many through streets, were a few little dusty, sun-baked 
playgrounds, but the closest park of any size was better than half an 
hour’s drive away through heavy traffic. The children, especially the 
boys, were always begging Clovis to buy a black-market stamp and 
take them someplace; to the closest big park with trees; the zoo that 
was for free; or Belle Isle, a place in the river where a body could see 
boats go by, but so crowded on the two times that Clovis had taken 
them, a body could hardly find walking room, let alone a bench 
or a picnic table. Gertie had gone on only one such excursion; 
the crowding, the cigarette-stub-popsicle-wrapper-strewn-earth had 
depressed her as much as the hot drive through the noisy traffic, and 
if a body tried to sit a moment on the dirty earth under a bit of 
crowded shade, the mosquitoes settled in biting, buzzing swarms. 

“Looks like,” Clovis was saying, lighting a cigarette, “I’ll have 
plenty a time fer sleepcn pretty soon.” He told then of a walk-out in 
the paint department after more than twenty had passed out with the 
heat; not just the heat cither: the ventilating system had gone bad 
and the guys said the place was full of fumes, so full that Bender had 
got the whole trim department to walk out in protest. The company 
hadn’t iixed the ventilating system, mended it a little was all; 
everybody knew it would kill a man to work in such, but a damned 
steward liad come through the parts place where he worked and 
reminded them of their no-strike pledge, and said it was just Bender’s 
talk had caused the walk-out in the paint department. “Like men 
passen out with th heat an the air full a paint spray had nothen to do 
with it,” Clovis commented bitterly, then added, “That steward must 
be in company pay; we all oiighta go out in sympathy.” 

Gertie, gathering up his dishes, looked at him with surprise. “But 
Clovis, you ain't hurten none — you been a-sayen all th time th place 

where you work is cooler tlian this — and they's a w'ar What’s the 

good ” 

She was silenced by his blazing eyes. “You’re a-thinken jist like old 
nmn Flint. Sure, 1 ain’t a-hurten; 1 work midnights; it's cooler then; 
an I ain't in that trim department. But it's like Bender says, if th 
union lets tli company git by with all tliis, what’ll we do when th 
war’s over an times is mebbe kinda hard? In a union, yu gotta hang 
together.” 

Gertie was silent, wishing she had not spoken; but more short pay- 
cheques when tliey were just getting caught up on their payments; 
she thought of the money in her pocket she had made from whittling 
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and baby-sitting — enough for Cassie’s marker. She felt almost rich, 
and was able to act interested and pleased when Clovis, after a wary 
glance towards the screen door where children were so often con- 
gregated with inquisitive eyes and noses pushing against the screen, 
whispered, “I got a surprise fer you, old woman.” 

She followed him into the bedroom, after he had turned up the 
radio to drown the sounds he might make, and watched in silence 
while he took the contraption he had finished last night, when she 
was helping Mrs. Anderson pack, and plugged it into the wall socket. 
She tried not to back away or show her hatred of its noise and 
ugliness when he set it on a chair, flicked a little lever, and bent above 
it, smiling as he watched the busy little saw and listened to the motor. 
“Now look,” he whispered, and showed her a piece of thin smooth 
board on which he had sketched a short-armed cross; he flicked the 
lever and the saw stopped ; he put the board on the flat piece of steel, 
turned on the saw again, and by turning the board as the blade ate 
into the wood, he had in a moment a cross exactly to his knife 
markings. 

He held it up for her to see, and whispered, “Look at th time you’ll 
save. We’re gocn to fix some other blades, an already I’ve got a thing 
to put in that’ll bore holes in jumpen-jack dolls. When you learn to 
work it right, it’ll cut any pattern you want — a Christ — a fox — 
anything; they’ll all be flat, a course, but you can round cm off with 
yer knife an they’ll look genuine hand-carved, an’ull take less’n a fifth 
a th time. But,” he warned, “you’ll hafta be careful an not saw a 
finger, an not let on to them Dalys what we’re docn — it’s againsa 
rules to use electricity in the.se gover’ment places fer anything but 
household use, an they mightn’t ” 

He turned quickly to shut off the motor when there was a banging 
on the kitchen screen, followed at once by the opening of the door; 
but it was only Enoch and Amos come in to beg popsiclc money, for a 
popsicle bell was ringing only two alleys away now. They both began 
clamouring for Clovis to run the saw for them so they could’see the 
manner of its working. This time he drew a heart, and cut it quick 
as cloth with scissors. Enoch nodded in approval. “I bet I could 
learn to run it,” he said. 

Clovis considered, smiling, looking at first Gertie and then the 
boys. “Tell you what, we’ll start us a factory,” he said. “Yer mom 
can be th pattern maker; I’ll be toolmaker, tool-an-dic man, an 
repair man; you, Enoch, can be machine operator; Clytie can run th 
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trim department; an Amos — well, on jumpen-jack dolls, fer instance, 
he can be a ’sembly hand — run the strings through the holes.” 

The boys laughed with pleasure. Enoch suggested that they put a 
sign over the bedroom door, ‘Novels Woodworking Plant’, then at 
once wished it wasn’t against the rules and they could put it over the 
kitchen door for everybody to see; only it would be better to put 
No. 1 after the name so that people passing by would think there was 
more than one Novels plant. 

Gertie let Enpeh and Amos each have a nickel; it was so hot and 
maybe the chunk of coloured ice would keep them still until Clovis 
could drop off to sleep. He had to use ear-plugs now with the 
windows open; they cut the noise, he said, but their strangeness made 
it harder for him to go to sleep, and sometimes loud noises straining 
through gave him nightmares. 

There was a little time of peace while the children sat in the ever 
narrowing band of shade by the western wall and sucked their ice. 
Gertie frowned a moment at the jig saw that Clovis had put on a hall 
shelf, then turned abruptly away, her hungry fingers opening the 
knife in her pocket. It had been so long, almost a week ago, and then 
seemed like she couldn’t leave the lingers of the cupped hand. What 
did it hold? Was he just getting or just giving away? The answer was 
not in her head, but something for the knife to find, like the face 
buried in the wood. 

The knife brought out a wrinkle in the knuckle joint of the little 
finger, but still she heard the crying of Mrs. Schultz’s baby, broken 
out with heat rash, like all the other babies. Gradually, however, the 
growing knuckle joint walled .iway the bedlam of children and 
machinery — even the shrill quarrelling and screaming of a bunch of 
little girls playing house on Sophronie’s steps, and the screeching 
whoops of a gang of older ones having a water fight in front of the 
building across from her. 

She worked on, though the Miller radio played mountain music 
with a loud, nosey twanging that she hated; Mrs. Schultz quarrelled 
shrilly; and only a few feet from her front door, where the scraggledy 
maple had finally died and the project oflice had unloaded sand in 
which the little ones were supposed to play, two mothers quarrelled 
and seemed ready to fight over some trouble between their children. 
She glanced once towards the sand pile; most children got spanked if 
they dug there, since it was the favourite bathroom for all the alley 
cats and dogs, and even some of the very small children; the older 
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ones had tossed in rubble from the alleys and on the rubble had 
broken jars and bottles so that the place was unsafe for bare feet. 
Amos was not there, but in the house wall shade with Enoch. She 
started another wrinkle, and a child, nose pushed against the screen, 
said, “Whatcha doen, lady?” 

“Tryen to whittle out a finger,” she said, but the child, a little boy 
in nothing but a pair of blue jeans with the legs torn olf high above 
the knees, continued to watch and suck ice-cream on a stick; others 
joined him at times, and then drifted away. She heard soon the 
hesitant opening of the kitchen door, then bare feet on the linoleum; 
and looked behind her to see a small one in nothing but his under- 
pants, looking about him in mystification — the rooms, the walls, the 
furniture were exacty like what he had always known, but still it was 
not home. Gertie smiled, and the toddler went away. Once, there 
came low giggles and whispers, and she looked up to see legs dangling 
from the roof edge, and went and pulled their owner, about the size 
of Amos, down. “You’ll firll an git hurt, an ruin th roof into th 
bargain,” she said, and went back to work. 

A few moments later Wheateye came screeching enough to wake 
the dead, “Miz Nevels, th milkman’s horse has went to th bathroom 
inu next alley!” and Gertie, less for need of the manure than to quiet 
the child, got the scrub bucket and the little ash shovel and hurried 
down the hot alley and got the manure before Mr. Bommerinkoff, 
one alley over, got it for his flower beds. 

She had buried the manure by the hollyhocks, told a picture-selling 
woman she had no money, told a black-robed nun, “No,” when she 
came knocking, asking if anybody in the household had been 
baptized in the Catholic faith, and got back to the second knuckle of 
the little finger when she heard Enoch’s outraged, angry voice, 
“Naw, yu don’t. 1 won't! It’s all a great big lie.” 

“Who do yu think you're calling liar, hillbilly?” a Daly voice 
asked. 

“Don’tcha be a-hitten that kid.” Gilbert Mcanwell's cd'mmand 
was mixed in with the sound of a slap, followed by a scuflle. 

Then all was drowned in Victor’s angry roar, “1 gotta sleep.” 

A moment later Enoch came banging through the screen door, red- 
faced and angry, forgetting to tiptoe, and keep his voice low. “Mom, 
ain’t it all a lie that less’n you wanta burn ferever in hell yu gotta have 
a priest to pray ycr sins away?” 

Gertie considered, her knife poised above the wood. Enoch had 
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brought so many questions home, especially since school was out and 
he spent more time in the alleys; there’d been the words she didn’t 
know, like ‘wop’ and ‘kike’ and ‘shine’ and ‘limey’; and why did big 
Chris Daly say hillbillies worshipped rattlesnakes? He’d never 
known anybody who worshipped rattlesnakes, and was it the truth 
that the public schools were never any good, with most of their 
teachers bad women? 

Now, while her mind thumbed through Christ’s words, Enoch 
rushed on with other questions, “Mom, ain’t it a lie that all Protestant 
preachers ain’t no good, and that priests never does bad?’’ 

“Hush, you’ll wake yer daddy,’’ she said. “I don’t know all th 
answers, but we both know what John said, ‘Whosever believeth on 
him should not perish, but have eternal life.’ Jesus would hate tu see 
you youngens a-l’ussen an a-jarren around so. I guess, mebbe, they is 

some mean preachers, but ’’ She thought of Samuel and now the 

people at the big church where the children, and even Clovis some- 
times, went; they were kind to her own. “They’s good preachers, 
real good, like they’s good priests an bad, too. But don’t go arguen; 
talk about somethen else.’’ What was it she had said to Clovis, years 
ago it seemed like now? “Spread the word’’, she had said. “Keep 
shut’’, he had said. She looked longingly towards the unfinished 
finger. “We’ve all got to live together,” she said. 

Enoch went away, and there was a moment’s peace, though the 
knife was by now uncertain in the wood. Now and then Gertie 
glanced through the door, knowing as she looked that she would see 
only bare, sun-baked earth, the cardboard shedding walls of the next 
building, and above these th^ black roofs where the heat waves 
danced and trembled until the steel-mill towers and the telephone 
poles were twisted and dancing like things seen under water. Today, 
as on other heat-shimmering days, her eyes, hemmed in by the glaring 
closeness, cried for long looks across green hills. If for just one 
minute her eyes could go looking through long blue distances, and 
not alvt-ays have to look at things so close they seemed behind her 
eyes! Once she tried looking at the sky, but it was low-hanging and 
pale, like a tin roof holding the heat down ; and so from time to time 
she shut her eyes tightly; blackness, even blackness broken by the 
sights that lived eternally behind her lids, was better than the blinding 
glare of the dancing heat waves. 

She was about ready to give up; sweat kept running into her eyes 
and oozing from her hand on to the knife, when through the kitchen 
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door behind her she heard Mr. Daly speaking loudly, as if he wanted 
all the alley to hear. “Listen, yu kids; now I’m not mao, see. I know 
youse don’t know no better. Yu public schools an parents an 
preachers dey don’t teach yu no Americanism. Don’tcha know it’s 
un-American tu tell lies an persecute minority groups? Youse 
oughta be ashamed telling mu boys ihey’s bad priests an tucken like 
the Church could be wrong. Don’tcha know that’s th way com- 
munists talk? But youse ain’t hep it — youse has been listening — 
youse ladders ain’t too careful a du company.’’ 

“Oh yeah?” Gilbert cried. “What’sa matter with mu pop’s 
friends?” 

“Yu’ll find out, m'lad. Justyu wait till Joseph Daly goes tudu red 
squad. I know a lot. See?” 

“Go some’eres else to crap,” Gilbert jeered. “Our dads is sleepen. 
Victor run us away frum t’other side; now yu gotta come ycllen, an 
we’ll git run away frum this tent shade — yu kids gotta keep their 
mouths shut if yu don’t want um to hear th truth.” 

“Du truth!” Mr. Daly roared, angry now. “An wot is du truth? 
Dey’s somepun in mu house yu oughta read — if yu’d learned tu read 
in yu public schools. It’sa great big scrapbook wot Maggie helped 
me make; an it’s nutten but u truth; du little bit a truth wot comes 
out in u papers about u doings u yu Protestant ministers ; headlines, I 
got; everting — drunkenness, stealing, traffic violation, ignorance, 
immorality, killing people wit rattlesnakes; everting. An I’ve got 
enough clippings futu make two books,” he went on, the same relish 
in his voice as when he had talked to Reuben, “all about rottenness 
in u public schools; du papers is full a it; parents allatime complain- 
ing du kids learn nutten; teachers gitten drunk. Yu link I got mu 
education inu public school? Yu betcha life I didn’t; du good sisters, 
dey taught me everting 1 know, see.” 

Gertie had by now come into her kitchen, but as she had no wish to 
let Mr. Daly see her she stood listening behind the half-open inner 
door. There was a moment’s silence, and she thought with relief that 
he had gone; but, peeping, she saw that he had only stopped to get 
new wind and wipe sweat from his face and neck. Then, as if he felt 
her eyes upon him, he looked at her door as he resumed : , 

“An when anybody tries tu tell me or mine that Protestant 
preachers an public schools is fit fu decent. God-fearing Americans, I 
tells um, ‘Well, I never say nothing bad about nobody, butcha 
oughta read u papers an listen to Father Moneyhan.’ ” He raised his 
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voice. “How many clippings yu link I got about priests that breaks u 
law, or parochial schools wot ain’t no good, or criminals wot has 
graduated from parochial schools? Not one. Yu can read u Detroit 
papers year in an year out, an yu can’t find one priest, one good sister, 
wot’s done wrong; not one com ” 

“Oh yeah?” Gilbert interrupted, sticking his head out of the play 
tent. “G’wan; I’ll bet ” 

He was silent when Sophronie, her voice low and worried, called, 
“Shut up, Gilbert. You uns’ull be a-fighten.” 

Mr. Daly smiled. “See, yu own mudder knows youse is a liar.” 
He went back to lounge in the shade by his western wall, and Gertie, 
watching, thought he smiled to himself like one tasting victory; she 
had kept silent; she had not stood up for the boys; Enoch must have 
repeated what she had said to him, and because of his belief in her he 
and the others were called names. 

She turned to the block of wood in the other room, but three 
children stood with their noses pressed against the front screen door. 
One, seeing her, called, “Wot’s he gonna do?” 

“Give it back,” she said, and grabbed her old blue split bonnet and 
fled to Victor’s part of the yard at the end of the unit. A train passed, 
and as always she trembled at the sound, but at least she was out of 
sight of Mr. Daly. Maybe it was about him the child had asked, not 
the man in the block of wood. She was pulling weeds out of the 
moss-rose bed, the seed of which she had brought from home, when 
Enoch came, and she saw that his lips were quivering. 

“It ain’t th truth, what that ole Daly says, is it. Mom?” 

“Law, no,” she said. 

“But — it’s th truth that they ain’t no mean priests inu papers, an 
that th good sisters never does bad things like some schoolteachers, 
an that they ain’t no criminals ever graduates frum parochial 
schools. If it ain’t th truth why- — ” 

She bent above the flowers to escape his glance; his eyes were like 
Reuben’s eyes — they wouldn’t believe, the way Cassie’s eyes had 
believed. “Why didn’tcha talk back to him. Mom?” he was asking; 
and after a moment’s silent waiting for her answer, went on, his voice 
yearning, “I wisht I could find a piece, jist one little piece in u paper, 
about a bad priest er somethen.” 

“You won’t,” she said, “an if you did it wouldn’t make you no 
better. You don’t want to be like that man, all th time throwen off on 
people.” 
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“Sure,” Enoch said, “then he wouldn’t throw off on us an Pop’s 
friends. Mom, Gilbert said it was that tool-and-die man ole Daly 
was throwen off on, an that he has been up to some kind a meanness; 
Sophronie don’t want him to come visiten their house no more. 
Gilbert said she’d have a fit if she knowed he was comcn around so 
much.” 

“You must a beared Gilbert wrong,” Gertie said. “Sophronie 
herself told me onct he’d alius been good to them; he ain’t got no 
family.” 

“Oh yes, he has,” Enoch said. “Sorta. He hadda wife an two 
kids; but they started a-tryen to strike, out at old man Flint’s big 
place, an he got th offer a bein a plant guard; but he wouldn’t take it 
er be no scab; but his wife, she wasn’t much; when they got a little 
hard run she upt an left him, went back to her own people in 
Pennsylvania. He’s alius sent money fer th kids, though, Gilbert 
said. But Gilbert wouldn't say what he’d done, th meanness. What's 
he done. Mom?” 

“Nothen,” Gertie said. “Run an play now — we’ll be a-waken 
Victor.” 

“Victor's gotta leave,” Enoch said. “Mr. Daly, he went up to th 
office — yu know, people without families, they ain’t allowed to live 
inu project — an Mr. Daly, he told that project manager, they’re 
good friends, that Victor didn’t have no wife now an ” 

“I have, too, gotta a wife,” and Victor, his blue eyes blazing, a new 
burn on one cheekbone a livid red, glared at them from his living- 
room window. 

Enoch scuttled away, and Gertie flushed and bent low among the 
flowers; she ought to have known that in the heat and the children he 
would be trying to sleep in the living-room with its fenccd-olf 
northern wall. She pulled weeds from white flowers by the house wall 
whose names she did not know; many so trampled by the children 
their stems lay on the ground, but still they opened their little spire's 
of pure white bloom above the cindcry earth. She wished she could 
call such valiant creatures by name, just as she wished she could 
somehow help Victor. She straightened at last and stood close to the 
window and found his glance still upon her. She thought of Samson 
with his hair cut off, but only said, “Whyn’t you go tu ycr mother’s 
long enough tu git a good sleep? I’ve beared she’s got a big house in a 
big yard; it ud be cooler an quiet, too.” 

“Max might come while I was gone,” he said. 
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“But she You could leave a note with me,” she said, but he 

seemed not to have heard, and she went back to the weeding of the 
flowers. There was still a narrow band of shade by the northern wall, 
but the heat rising up from the parking lot between the fence and the 
big alley was like air from a bake oven, and the noise worse than 
within doors. 

She was just turning towards her door, when she stopped, troubled 
by the uproar of a man’s screaming, children’s crying, and a woman’s 
hysterical scoldings that came from the unit across from Victor’s. 
She’d never got acquainted with the people except for chance 
meetings in the alley; the woman, young, with three youngens, none 
big enough to wander in the alley or play with her own, had been 
living there, she thought, since the middle of winter. The man had 
come only lately, and of him slie had heard Mrs. Bommarita talk in 
whispers, and Mrs. Daly sigh with pity: a discharged soldier — they’d 
ought to have kept him in the hospital longer, Mrs. Daly had said, 
for he was worse than wounded, and Mrs. Bommarita had frowned 
and tapped her head. “An we gotta have th likes a him around,” she 
had said. 

Gertie now saw the girl-like mother come out of the kitchen door, 
carrying one baby, and dragging another about a year old by the 
hand. They went to the northern end and sat on the ground amid 
weeds and broken bottles and rusty tin cans, the woman putting her 
back against the northern wall, drawing her feet up to make her body 
fit the narrow band of shade. She rocked her body back and forth 
and tried to quiet the baby, but it cried, and the other one with her 
cried; the man roared again fr m the house, something fell on the 
floor; then the child still in the house began a shrill, frightened 
screaming. Gertie, glancing quickly from the corners of her eyes, 
saw that the woman was crying too, her tears falling on the baby, 
naked save for a diaper and red with heat rash. 

She took her knife and cut a fair-sized bunch of flowers, and risking 
Mr. Daly’s curious glances she went round and through her gate 
and across the alley. “Hold um up in front a you,” she said, “an 
they’ll shut out th sight a that parken lot an th railroad fence, an 
mebbe you can think it’s cooler.” 

“Thanks,” the girl said, reaching for the flowers. “I ain’t never got 
time to notice th heat; it’sa kids it’s hard on.” But she sniffed the 
flowers before she waved them by the babies, and even smiled a little, 
though the tears on her checks were hardly dry. “1 kinda git a kick 
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looking at them flowers you’ve got — an grass,” she said, her voice 
still quivery. “I don’t know nothen about such, an mu kids don’t 
leave me a minnit’s time, but some day — mu husband’s not been home 
long outa th Army — I’m gonna fence us up a little place; that is, when 
he gits him a job. It goes hard on a soldier when — that is — they ain’t 
a thing wrong with him, honest, but his discharge wasn’t medical.” 
All at once she began crying again; Gertie lingered a moment longer; 
she wanted to say something, maybe advise her to try baking soda on 
the baby’s heat rash, but the man roared out again, and Gertie went 
home. 

Like Victor, the weeping girl had made her think of Max and the 
letter, come three days ago, waiting, hidden, for her to read again and 
answer. She managed to get her letter finished just as the boys came 
in for lunch, though there was hardly time enough to seal and stamp 
it, and shove it down into her apron pocket. Sometime late in the 
long twilight she would sneak off to the mail-box two blocks away on 
the through street. 

It was while they were eating lunch that Enoch suggested they all 
go to the scrap-wood place and hunt boards good enough to make 
dolls and crosses on the jig saw. Gertie hesitated; she didn’t think 
she’d ever use the ugly little thing; it w'as like a monster from some 
fairy tale that, instead of grinding salt, spewed ugliness into the world. 
But Enoch insisted; they could take the short-cut through the vacant 
land, he said; it would be cool by the pools of water and through the 
little trees. 

“Brush and scummy ponds, not trees an pools, son,” Gertie 
corrected him, but couldn’t make her voice scornful, and hurried 
through the dishes. 

She put on a clean apron, her sunbonnet, and taking the red wagon 
went out into the alley, which seemed even hotter than within doors. 
She found herself at once in a great gang of running cliildren, all, she 
gathered, on the way to a kind of playground in a corner of the 
project where the steel mill and railroad fences came togetiier. She 
hurried on through the dancing heat waves, worried as always when 
Amos was out of sight. 

She learned after a little questioning that Amos was with Enoch, 
and that all the running was to see a drunk man, in nothing but a 
ragged pair of shorts, sound asleep in the full sun by the chinning bar. 
There was a good chance, the children said, the cops might come and 
there would be a fight. 
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Gertie walked more slowly, wondering if the man were sick or 
dead; he would be if he lay for long half-naked in the sun. The heat 
of the shadeless alleys was beginning to make her head whirl, and 
wh6n she passed the unit where the woman with the cactus lived she 
hesitated, looking wistfully towards the narrow band of eastward- 
creeping shadow on the woman’s stoop. The cactus was there, but 
the door was closed, and while Gertie walked slowly past, watching 
the door, hoping it would open, a woman feeding a baby on the next 
stoop explained, “She hadda go to du hospital. Her man, his millen 
machine blowed up — hit um onu head.” 

“I hope he ain’t bad hurt,” Gertie said, and walked on to meet soon 
a disappointed Enoch; some kid had laid ice cubes on the man and 
he’d got up and walked off, his shorts had been so torn a body could 
see “his you-know-what”, and he couldn’t walk straight; but now the 
cops wouldn’t come like they’d done last week for the man two alleys 
over, who’d been stretched crosswise of the road. 

The three of them went on down the alley by the railroad tracks. 
Amos kept lagging behind to stare at the new board; he still cried out 
in his sleep at times, and Gertie had learned without ever asking that 
he had been in the crowd that had seen Cassie. She was glad that 
when they reached the vacant land he soon found a skinny, big-eyed 
frog, and laughed and followed it across piles of rusty tin cans and 
rotting papers until it jumped into a puddle of black swamp water. 

The mosquitoes were bad and so were the flies, and the whole place 
smelled like a garbage can on a hot day when the collectors are a week 
overdue, but Gertie gathered a bouquet of tall-growing red flowers 
that grew by an evil-smelling p^ol of black water, and then she stood 
a while under the smoke-blighted, cinder-battered leaves of a cotton- 
wood sprout; if she kind of shut her eyes and forgot the smell, it was a 
little like having a whole tree between her and the sky; and save for 
her own children the place was still of humankind. 

The children had used to sneak away and come here as late as 
lilac-blooming time, tempted by the frogs and the flowers and the 
aloneness, but lately even the big bold boys such as Francis Daly 
seldom came. Men, sometimes with their britches only part-way 
down, but often naked, had chased children; one had caught a little 
girl and hurt her badly, but the cops had never found him. 

Rested somewhat by the stillness and the leaves above her head, 
and the wild flowers already wilting in her hand, Gertie, with the 
boys pulling the wagon behind her, went on to the scrap- wood place; 
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a trip which, although she had already taken it three times hunting 
wood for whittling and the fence, she still dreaded. The owner of the 
place was a squat, surly-seeming man who almost never spoke; in 
fact there had been for a time in the alley wonderings as to what 
language he did speak. Victor had tried him in Polish and scraps of 
Hungarian; Mrs. Zola from the next alley had used French; Mrs. 
Bommarita had tried Italian; Clytie had told of how the mother of 
one of her girl friends had tried him with Russian. The most that 
anybody ever got from him was a shrug and a stare until Gertie came 
one day carrying the Josiah basket; and the man had looked at it, 
touched its fat sides, and almost smiled as he said, “Oak splints.” 
But when, hoping he was from someplace at least close to back home, 
she had tried to talk with him, he had acted like Joe when Mrs. 
Anderson asked him questions. 

Today the man was silent, watching from his little shed that held a 
power saw', as they wandered through the mountains of scrap wood 
and discarded furniture and packing-cases from the war plants. He 
watched Enoch in particular, but turned away like one not interested 
when Enoch, after some looking about, came running to his mother, 
though plainly the child’s face betrayed the joy of a great discovery. 
He’d found, away over behind that mountain of old factory work- 
benches, some big, box-like things that he was certain were solid 
maple wood under the dark green paint. 

“But Mom,” he whispered, “don't let on yu want um bad. That 
man ud put th price up; lemme do it,” and he ran ahead of her to the 
man, his face blank of everything but surliness as he listened to 
Enoch’s quick talk. “Mister, I’m a Cub Scout, see — a little Boy 
Scout, yu know; and I wanta little scrap wood, cheap, futa build a 
little house — den house, yu know — so's couldn’t yu give me some- 
then ain’t much good? They’s some old green boxes — no good atall, 
all smashed up an tore apart. Couldn’t 1 have some to build us a little 
den house? They ain’t filtcn fer nothen an ” 

“Son — ” Gertie began, unable to hold her conniving' silence 
longer. 

“Why, Mom,” Enoch spoke with conviction, “they’re all full a 
nail holes an — well, kinda splintered, yu know,” and he looked at 
her, his face smooth as half-melted butter, then turned and ran 
towards the spot to which he had pointed. 

The man looked after him an instant, then turned to Gertie. 
“Smart kid, yu got. Kindlen wood he bought off me — sold it fer 
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fence pickuts.” He waved towards a pile of wood topped by a sign. 
“No more,” he said. 

Gertie considered the sign, Fence Pickuts Cheep 10 Cents A Peece. 
It was the same kindling wood they had bought last winter, paying 
twenty-five cents for the red wagon heaped full — that much now 
would be a dollar — worth more now because the people needed them 
to build little fences that would hold babies out of the alleys or dogs 
away from flower beds. She remembered now that, seemed like back 
when she was sick, Enoch had had a lot of money to spend on the 
fence and that he had been gone a lot with the wagon. “But you buy 
em fer scrap still,” she said, looking hard at the man, “an th youngen 
thought it up hissef.” 

He smiled and shook his head. “T don’t buy nothen ; I git paid fu 
trucken u stulf outa du plants; you gotta git it out — fire laws.” He 
squinted one eye at the wagon, and said, “That wagon full a whatcha 
kid wants — one dollar. S’good wood — gover’mint grain-bins — solid 
maple, boards morticed, glued; corners screwed. Splintered? Naw.” 
He smiled faintly. “Maple fudu Army horses — cardboard fudu 
gover’mint workers — u wagon load, one dollar. An 1 don’t loan 
hammers cr screwdrivers.” 

Gertie nodded, smiling a little. “Okay,” she said, and took the 
wagon to the pile. He came to watch, and his face continued expres- 
sionless as she, after a survey of the grain-bins, which were in truth 
of solid maple, of morticed and glued boards, screwed at the corners, 
but so big that one would have more than filled the wagon, took her 
knife and, using the little blade, loosened screws until the boys could 
turn them with their fingers. The boards, being truly sawed and 
straightly seasoned, stacked well. She continued to take the boxes 
apart until they were stacked on the wagon as high as Amos’s head, 
stopping then only because she w'as afraid the wagon might break 
down. 

They were hardly off the through street before children came 
flocking around to know why they hauled so much kindling wood in 
the summer-time; and Gertie, though she hated herself, kept silent 
when Enoch explained that they had just happened to find a good 
bargain in boards that his mother liked to keep handy to mend the 
fence or m ke ‘hand-carved’ dolls. Once home, Enoch couldn’t wait 
to try out the Jig saw on the new boards, and kept teasing Gertie to 
draw some pattern — a doll, a chicken, or a Christ, anything to try out 
the jig saw. 
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Gertie, more for amusement than anything, carried the scissors, 
some newspapers, and a pencil out to the kitchen stoop, shaded now 
in the late afternoon. There, with a slab of government grain-bin 
across her knees, she set to work on a pattern, but at once a child 
came begging to borrow the scissors, another wanted the pencil, and 
one, a small stranger, pulled and tore the newspapers until she must 
send Enoch for more. All the while there were at least a dozen bigger 
ones, barefooted, hair plastered, dripping from play with the hose, 
swarming round her, asking questions, trampling the flowers, 
jiggling her hands, her knees, their hot, wriggling bodies pressed 
against her shoulders when they tried to see what it was she did; for 
an instant the longing for silence and alonencss made her forget what 
it was she had tried to do. 

She could think only of what she would do after supper, when 
there were no delivery trucks and few cars about so that the children 
could play in the alleys with less danger; she would then walk up to 
Cassie, a short way on up the through street and across another 
railroad. She would be alone, but even then there would be people, 
the strange people who ever added to her loneliness, for the living 
crowded round the ever more crowded dead. 

She roused; somewhere a child cried, a lonesome cry, frightened; 
maybe another lost one; lost children were always wandering by her 
door. She saw him then, all alone on her coal-house roof, a fat, 
white-headed, black-eyed child, his sun-bleached hair so much lighter 
than the rest of his fat sun-burned body that in spite of his weeping 
he made her feel that a jumping-jack doll patterned after him would 
make a baby laugh. 

She sent Enoch and Mike Turbovilch away with him to find his 
home, which Mike was certain was four alleys over, then went to 
work on a pattern fashioned in his likeness, trying as she worked to 
answer at least a few of the questions. “Whatcha gonna do? Yu 
gonna whittle?” ‘‘Lemme see yu knife. Yu gonna make a cross?” 
While somewhere a little boy wailed, “Please, lady, lemme ’go tuyu 
bathroom. I just gotta.” 

Clovis gave up trying to sleep, for with the sun beating in from the 
west the house was like a bake oven, and he, like most of the other 
night workers, was covered with sweat and bleary-eyed. He tried 
lolling on a pallet in the shade of the house wall, but the children, the 
noise, the flies, and mosquitoes drove him within doors. He lingered 
behind the screen door and watched her attempts at pattern-making, 
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reminding her there was no need for a lot of pieces; joints at the 
knees and elbows maybe, and even the waist, but no need to make a 
floppy head and hands as in the ones she had whittled; oh yes, and 
she mustn’t make a lot of little fingers, for the saw wasn’t fine enough 
for such work. He said no more, for Enoch, returned from taking 
the child home, made a great hissing, and Clovis remembered he 
mustn’t speak of the saw before the children. 

She’d wanted to work more on the pattern; it didn’t look a bit like 
the child, but Enoch in his eagerness rushed with it to Clovis for 
sawing wlien she had to stop work to get supper. Clovis took the saw 
and wood into the bedroom, turned up the radio until recordings of 
Bing Nolan flooded the alley. Bing Nolan was still not finished when 
Enoch, with Clovis behind him, came with the doll, sawed, bored 
with holes, strung, and jumping on a shoe-string. 

Gertie cried out at its ugliness, but when she saw how hurt Clovis 
was by her hard words she tried to make him feel better. “When I git 
his face an his hands an his body kinda whittled out, he w'on’t look so 
bad.’’ 

“Law, law, Gert,” Clovis said, too pleased that the contraption 
had worked to be real quarrelsome, “you jist want somethen you can 
make ina hurry an sell cheap; they could be money in sich. Sell em, 
say, around Christmas ; that hand-carven takes too long ever to make 
much; I’d say about all this needs is to git that ole paint off an put on 
some more — real bright.’’ 

“Paint?” Gertie cried. “Cover up that pretty wood?” and she put 
the forkful of salmon salad she had lifted to her mouth back on to 
her plate. 

Nobody noticed. At mention of the word ‘paint’, Enoch had gone 
into an animated discussion with Clovis on the various colours of 
paint they would buy and use. Then Clovis remembered they 
couldn’t get paint at the grocery store and it would take cash. “I can 
mebbe make some more money pretty soon — if I can think up 
somethen like th pickets; but 1 bet Mom’s got a little cash,” Enoch 
said. 

“Mebbe,” Gertie answered, “they’ll be a little bit left frum 
Cassie’s marker.” 

A silence fell on them all, and Enoch spread his elbows on the table 
as if noticing that, from having once been crowded, there was a whole 
side for each tonight; but he would, by widening himself, hide the 
emptiness from his mother. All were glad when Clyde came, running 
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up the steps, pleased because she’d earned four dollars baby-sitting 
for a woman whose little boy, in the hospital with rheumatic fever, 
was so sick the nurses let her stay with him all day. Clytie was full of 
talk about the home, a private in the same neighbourhood as Iva 
Dean’s and with the prettiest yard. The woman had given her a great 
bunch of blue delphinium and red columbine, and Clytie before she 
sat down fixed a bouquet for the kitchen table. 

Amos complained that it took up too much room, and Clytie 
chided him, “Yu need flowers worse in a little ole smelly place like 
this than in a big pretty place; that’s what Mrs. Schultz says.” She 
turned to her mother. “Mom, it's too late now, but next year 
could’ntcha fix up some window-boxes like Mrs. Schultz; it keeps u 
flowers away frum u kids. An when her window’s open it’s like 
haven um right inu house.” 

Gertie nodded. “I been thinken on it.” She added, smiling a little, 
“Mebbe I’ll have a garden. They’s a woman two alley’s over’s got 
little tiny onions.” 

“Chives,” Clytie corrected. 

“An some lettuce an some curledy stuff.” 

“Parsley,” Clytie explained. “But still, I wanna put th garden in 
front u th bathroom an flowers fer th kitchen.” 

“An where’ll we have th corn crop?” Clovis asked, smiling in spite 
of the sweat running into his eyes. 

“Under th west winder so’s it’ll shade us,” Enoch said, and they 
all laughed a little. 


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO 

Tjhe sticky heat wore on, and tempers grew even shorter. Riot 
weather, Mr. Schultz the fireman called it; for with most people 
unable to sleep or even stay in their stifling, ovcrcrowdt.d* homes, 
streets and parks, like the alleys, were continually crowded with 
weary, sleepy, trigger-tempered men, women, and children. Quarrels, 
and even fights, were constantly flaring up between the grown-ups as 
well as the children. Gertie’s own boys quarrelled, cried, and fought; 
more than one mother screeched at her in hysterical scolding for some 
wrongdoing of her children, usually about some little thing that in a 
cooler, calmer time would have passed unnoticed. 
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Still, Gertie, like many of the others, minded the heat, the fights, 
the never ceasing noise of the children less than the silence of the 
for ever patrolling policemen, who in the ‘riot weather’ watched the 
people more closely. They drove more slowly and more often 
through the alleys now, never speaking, not even nodding to anyone 
save Mr. Daly and Casimir the iceman; but always watching, 
hunting with their hard, unsmiling eyes. 

Late one hot afternoon, when all the children were in the alleys, 
two cops in a scout car, patrolling an alley not far from Gertie’s, had 
to stop the car so that one could get out and move a tricycle left in the 
middle of the alley. The cop in his anger hurled the toy over a fence; 
it landed in a marigold bed, and barely missed a baby in a pen, or so 
all who saw it said; two women — the tricycle owner and the baby’s 
mother — rushed from their stoops and bawled out the cops. The 
racket had caused a small dog, a little harmless, ilop-eared thing that 
Gertie had fed more times than one, to come barking from still 
another unit. The dog had been so noisy and so little that the 
cliildren, coming in an ever growing swarm, had laughed to see it take 
the part of the women against the big, surly cops. 

In front of the laughing children, one of the cops had fired three 
shots into the dog, but by then so many children had gathered he 
wouldn’t shoot any more; a vicious dog, both cops had answered to 
the enraged and sorrowful outcries. They had driven away, and left 
the dog to die all through the long hot afternoon; it had at first run 
round and round, dragging its fiy-covered intestines and spreading 
blood, lying still only when its legs could no longer hold it up — but 
always it had whined and cried. And all around were the watching 
children, many crying like the dying dog; others cursing the cops, the 
black words Hying up in loud boldness, the speakers knowing that no 
mother would chide now for dirty talk. 

Nobody had had the heart to kill the little dog in front of the 
children; and as always, in the crowding and the heat, it was the 
children*who got hurt the worst. In the heat everybody fussed at 
them; nobody wanted a gang of kids close by with a ball to break 
windows or a hose to wet babies, and no matter what they did their 
noise was always awakening babies and night-shift workers. 

Gertie grew to look forward to the long twilights, when there was 
usually a bit of coolness outside; and during the lingering half- 
darkness, when there were no delivery trucks and fewer passing cars, 
the children played more freely. All, even big girls like Clytie and 
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Maggie, joined in great games of hide-and-seek or kick-the-can, while 
their elders, with the babies, sat on the stoop steps or, like Gertie, 
worked among their flowers. 

The children’s tumult of calling and laughter drowned all other 
sounds but those of the trains and the loudest aeroplanes, dying only 
after the long twilights had thickened into darkness, and hurrying 
mothers and fathers with worried voices had gone up and down the 
alleys calling — Mary, Joseph, Rudolph, Casimir, Rita, Teddy, 
Herman, Josephine, Jesse, Sharon, David, Julius, Geraldine, 
Zigmund, Waleria, Theresa, Emil; and a Zygmunt for ever answering 
from the next alley on. 

It was Zygmunt's mother who, one twilight when Gertie was 
watering the asters, lingered after listening to the answer of her son, 
and said with a little headshake, “Ain’t ut awful, dut atom bomb?” 

Gertie nodded, vaguely remembering family talk of news on the 
radio and in the paper; but in spite of the bomb and the heat and the 
swarming children and the watching policemen, she'd been lost for 
most of the day in the block of wood. She was working now on the 
empty hand, the one held palm downward above the other; the slow 
cogitations on how the lingers of the empty hand should be followed 
her alw'ays, and were with her now among the flowers. She roused 
enough at last to wonder, but the woman had gone on, hunting her 
child. 

A few minutes later Wheateye stood on the coal-shed and took a 
paper sack of water, coloured red and mixed with jello to make it 
stick, and dropped it on a little Miller’s head; and when he ran 
screaming home, uncertain himself that the gooey red stuff streaming 
over him wasn’t blood, Wheateye called after him, “Don’t cry, honey; 
don’t cry. You’ve been hit by u atom bomb.” 

Gilbert, pulling the Schultz baby in an orange crate, sneered, 
“When yu’ve been hit by u atom bomb, silly, yu don’t cry.” 

But Enoch, swinging on the wire that braced the telephone pole, 
thought differently. “Why, yu know they’d be some wot cried. I 
Agger that ole bomb jist kills th ones real close right away; them on u 

edge gits bad burnt an crawls around awhile Mom, recollect back 

home when we’d git rid a th tater bugs by knocken um off into a can 
with coal oil in it, then when we’d git a lot we’d drop a lighted paper 
inu can? You alius wanted u big fire an burn eni all up right quick; 
but no matter how big a fire we’d have they’d be some that’d jist git 
scorched, an they’d crawl like crazy ever which away till they died. 
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They’d be bad swinged, but they couldn’t die — not right away. Now, 
I figger them Japs around u atom bomb is kinda like them bugs.” 

“Mebbe so,” Gertie said, and though she had meant to water 
Victor’s flowers she shut off the hose and went to the block of wood. 

There was another atom bomb ; then a few days later the train bells 
rang again and the car horns blew for the ending of the war. Gertie 
was sitting on her stoop taking the old paint off the leg of a jumping- 
jack doll sawed from a piece of government grain-bin; she paused a 
moment, startled by the noise, then, understanding, she tried to work 
mpre swiftly. She’d need dolls to sell now; Clovis most likely 
wouldn’t have a job tonight; but, job or no, the hands would stiU 
come reaching, this week, next week, and all the weeks after. The 
Tipton Place was waiting still. If only she had stayed and held out 
against her mother for these few months only, Clovis would be 
coming back to them — back to all of them — Cassie maybe the first to 
go running to meet him, with Reuben as always lagging behind, but 
even he hurrying a little, to see the new truck, a good second-hand 
truck, paid for with all the money they’d saved; and the farm all 
their own, and 

She could not be still, and, remembering only to call Amos, she 
walked blindly through the alleys, the sawed doll's leg gripped in her 
sweaty hand. She walked a long time, took many turnings, and 
seldom answered the children. “Yu maken a doll, lady?” “Some 
time, lady, make me a horsy.” “Yu gotcha man finished, lady?” 

Many grown-ups spoke to her. A few said, “Well, wotta yu know? 
It’s over,” and often they mentioned by name some friend or kin who 
would be home; others sighed, and also spoke a name, but said, “It 
come too late for him.” Most, however, had thought only for the 
future, asking, “Reckon cvcrting’ull shut down now?'’ or, “When u 
soldiers all come back tudu rightful jobs, somebody’s gonna be laid 
off.” The woman with the cactus, her husband behind her on the 
stoop, bandages still on his eyes, said, “I don’t guess a woman can ever 
find a job now”; and in her voice, as in all the other voices, Gertie 
could hear no rejoicing, no lifting of the heart that all the planned 
killing and wounding of men were finished. Rather it was as if the 
people had lived on blood, and now that the bleeding was ended they 
were worried about their future food. 

Dust and heat and weariness turned her homeward at last. As she 
went into her own alley she saw a little knot of women congregated 
by her gate and, walking on, she heard Mrs. Daly’s shrill but 
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troubled whisper, “Don’t youse be laughing and carrying on; it’ll 
make her feel worse.’’ 

Gertie hesitated, stiffened; she had ever hated pity; she didn’t want 
it now — let them be joyful ; it could not darken her sorrow. She went 
slowly on up to the women as Mrs. Schultz, some sewing in her hands, 
one foot moving the carriage with the whimpering baby, said, 
“Butcha know she’s glad it’s over; things will maybe get cheaper now 
and a down payment won’t have to be so big on a house — and won’t 
they let her go home now? I’ve heard they had a place in California.’’ 

“No, I live in ’’ Gertie was beginning, when Mrs. Daly turned 

to her. 

“1 wonder,’’ the little woman said, “wouldju mind to give me some 
flowers — a bouquet — fu her?” and she jerked her head backward 
towards the unit next her own where Mrs. Saito lived. 

“But wouldn’t they make it — well, you know, seem like a funeral — 
flowers?” Mrs. Schultz asked, wiiispering like the others. 

Mrs. Daly firmly shook her head. “I link she’d like um. Her kid 
said something once about flowers back home in California.” 

Mrs. Schultz looked at her baby, and gave a little shiver. “I 
wonder if her people — got the bomb, or was she just — well, crying 
for them all.” 

“Whatsa difference?” Mrs. Daly asked. “T’other night when u 
first bomb fell, an I wasn’t right certain her was crying — that is, 1 
wasn’t certain right away — 1 got tu tliinking — that is, when 1 was 
certain. 1 ain’t never seen mu mudder’s country, onie what she’d tell 
to me, but ” 

Mrs. Schultz nodded. “I don’t remember — my older sister used 
to tell me: my mother could speak nothing but German, and in the 
First World War it was dangerous to speak German on the street — 
and she had so many cousins on the other side — she used to hide and 
cry.” 

Mrs. Daly sighed, “Yu gotta realise that it ain’t like them Jap: was 
good white Christians; as Mr. Daly says, them Japs is pretty near as 
bad as them communist Russians — but,” and she looked about her 
and spoke softly, guiltily, as if her words were treason, “yu still gotta 
say, people is people. Why, them Japs lives something like this,” and 
she waved her hand over the flowers, the low houses, the child- 
flooded alleys, the babies, “all crowded up tugedder inu towns; little 
cardboard houses kinda like what we’ve got; and maybe lotsa — you 
know — kids.” 
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Gertie had long since opened her knife and turned towards the 
flower beds, not now too filled with bloom, for when a passing child 
begged for a flower or even a bouquet she usually gave it. Following 
Mrs. Schultz’s suggestion of “not too much white”, she collected the 
brightest of her zinnias, marigolds, and cosmos; and when it was 
linished the women all agreed it was the prettiest bouquet that had 
ever come from her yard. 

Mrs. Duly, after first thinking up words for ofiering the flowers so 
that she would not make Mrs. Saito think she had heard her crying, 
hurried to her neighbour's door, while the others scattered to their 
stoops and tried not to act like women watching as Mrs. Daly 
knocked and with much nodding and smiling gave the flowers. They 
turned away, satisfied, when, after a wcakish headshake, Mrs. Daly 
disappeared into Mrs. Saito’s kitchen. 

That evening the children played less in the twilight, but stood 
about and listened to little groups of men and women talk in low, 
troubled voices. Many, like Clovis and Whit, were worried about 
lay-offs through the change-over,followed by more lay-offs for strikes, 
model changes, inventory, walk-outs, and — the worst time of all, as 
Whit said — “plain hard times when cars don't sell.” 

Miller, the steel worker, was unworried, for the steel mill would 
have no changc-(n’cr, but, of them all. only he planned to go back 
home. “I’m. staycn jist till we use up Nancy’s unemployment 
insurance,” he said. “She’ll git laid olf; that little jigger she’s been a 
spot wcldcn steady fer three years now won’t be needed no more with 
th war over.” 

“You can mebbe work overiune a heap an save some more while 
she’s a-drawen it,” Whit pointed out. “They've gotta have steel fer 
them new airs cverbody’s wanten. You’re lucky, man, a-goen back 
home with all that money saved.” 

Miller nodded. “Ain’t it th truth? Jist about ever cent my wife 
made we saved, an some a my overtime pay. But if they hadn’t been 
no nursery school er she’d a been caught with another kid er I’d had 
a accident in th steel mill we’d a been stuck here fer th rest a our lives, 
mebbe never gitten ahead enough fer a down payment on a house. 
It took my regular wages an most a th overtime jist fer liven; we did 
swap in our old car on one a little younger, but that’s all. An all that 
steel-mill money went,” and he stood, a chunky man'with wide brown 
eyes, as if overcome by surprise, only now realising the money was 
gone. 
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“Leave it tudo women. They can make a man’s money go,” Mr. 
Daly, who had been forecasting a clean-out of the reds to Mr. Schultz, 
said to the group by Gertie’s fence. 

Miller shook his head. “That’s th dickens uv it. I done all th 
buyen. Nancy couldn’t, an keep her job an do th cooken an th 
housework.” 

When Mr. Daly had gone, Clovis, speaking hesitantly, like one on 
uncertain ground, asked, “I wonder, if times gits bad, will they try 
tu bust th unions like some’s a-sayen?” 

Even Miller, with all his money, was troubled, thinking ahead to a 
possible depression when the filling station he was buying might make 
nothing at all. Mr. Schultz, however, was more afraid that there’d 
be a kind of boom with OPA taken off and everything going sky- 
high — except a fireman's wages. The fireman went away, and Whit 
looked after him a moment, smiling a little, then turned back to 
Miller and Clovis, and spoke in a low voice; “Aw, quilcha crappen; 
maybe we uns can all scrape along somehow. Things might boom 
so’s we could trade in all our second-hand cars an sich fer second- 
hand stuff a little younger, an taste ham meat a few times fore th next 
war.” 

“War?” Clovis asked. 

Whit’s voice dropped to a whisper, and he drew still closer to his 
listeners. “Yeah, th Catholics has gotta have their war; th Pope wants 
to lord it over them Russians.” 

“That’s commie talk — some says,” Clovis said. 

“Oh yeah?” Miller said, and fell to whispering, a low but bitter 
hissing that made Enoch stand on tiptoe the better to hear. 

Gertie turned away. Enoch would listen and believe, but he would 
like herself, keep shut when Mr. Daly talked in the alley; there was a 

poem in one of the old readers “I was angry with my foe; I told 

it not, my wrath did grow”. Her mind searched, but could not find 
any more: something about a poisoned apple. 

She finally got Enoch indoors and under the shower. Hut he was 
slow about going to bed. He never mentioned Catholics or future 
wars, but asked innumerable questions about depressions, sit- 
downs, and speed-ups, and why did Whit and Sophronie once have 
nothing to eat? Gertie could find no answers, but Clytie answered 
everything. 

“Whit didn’t have no job, an no money, silly.” Then Clytie was 
worried, wondering if baby-sitting would be hard to get now when so 
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many women were being laid off; she seemed ready to voice other 
worries, but fell silent after a slow searching of her mother’s face, and 
then said, turning away for her nightly shower, “Law, Mom, lotsa 
men git laid off allatime — an they git by.” 

When the children had gone to bed, Gertie worked awhile at 
sanding pieces of some jumping-jack dolls Clovis had cut; but the 
dull work left her mind so free it went swinging back and forth 
through trouble, and worse tlian thoughts of trouble were the 
memories that came unbidden: sights and smells and sounds sharp 
and clear as her shadow on the kitchen table. The railroad tracks and 
the smell of grease on her hands mingled with the heat and the 
closeness of the kitchen and tlie particles of old paint she sanded off, 
sticky on her sweaty hands. She nodded, drowsing over a doll’s 
head, and dreamed she had reached Cassic, for her arms w'ere long, 
long — then Clovis was saying, “Gcrt, go tu bed. I figger I’ll have 
plenty a time to help you with th things. Whit an me, we’re leaven 
kind a early,” and he was gone. 

She roused, but instead of bed turned to the block of wood; for 
more than her walks through the alleys among the tumultuous sea of 
children the man in the wood gave rest and peace from thoughts of 
the things lost behind her and the things ahead she feared. Tonight, 
however, seemed like slie’d worked on the lifted hand for only a 
little while before she came wide awake with listening; it seemed the 
faceless man was whispering, “There’s no money in me.” 

She gave it up, but could not face the dolls again, and so got into 
bed. The western bedroom was too hot for sleep, a close and muggy 
place where her body’s sweat, enough to dampen the sheets, brought 
no coolness; and through the window came the growl and mutter 
and roar of night-time Detroit; worse than this were the sounds of 
the people trying to sleep outdoors; babies wailed and whimpered 
and men cursed and groaned. 

She drowsed at last, and there was the curtain man, smiling, 
holding Put his hand; there was no money for his hand; then Joe was 
calling through the alleys, and the nephew came, holding out to her 
the cheapest thing he had — cabbage — Amos was crying for it, but the 
nephew was taking it away because she reached for it with an empty 
hand ; and Mr. Daly watched and smiled. She got up. 

She was working, sweating, something frantic in her eyes as she 
tried to rub the dark green paint from a doll’s leg, when Clovis came 
back. He stood a moment, trying hard to smile. “If we’d a listened 
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we’d a beared over th radio. We seen th sign on th gate. They’ll call 
us back when they want us — th sign said.” He stood a long moment, 
droop-shouldered, lax-handed, before he remembered to put the 
unopened lunch-box on the table. 

He noticed at last the work she did and after reminding her that it 
was past midnight and she ought to be in bed said, “Don’t worry so; 
they's thousands an thousands in th same boat. I’ll go down an sign 
up fer that unemploymint right away.” 

“But we couldn’t live on about twenty a week an pay rent,” she 
said. 

“Yu could pay th rent an breathe, an have a little left over fer 
milk an stale bread — half-price.” It was Whit, who, drinking his 
beer on his stoop only a few feet away, had heard their troubled talk 
and come to comfort. 

Whit and Clovis talked again of depressions, wars, and relief. 
When Whit had gone, Clovis quarrelled at her because she wouldn’t 
leave the dolls and go to bed; but he wasn’t sleepy either, and went 
rummaging around, looking on shelves until she asked what it was he 
hunted. “Th pattern,” he said. “I didn’t cut but parts enough fer 
three — an now I can’t find none a th pattern pieces.” 

Gertie’s hands, still busied with a doll’s leg, dropped into her lap. 
“You mean, make em all alike — exactly? 1 throwed that ole pattern 
in th stove.” 

Clovis began a methodical searching through the trash left in the 
heating-stove against the day when it would be cool enough for 
burning; she’d filled it because in the summer, when there were no 
ashes, the trash cans were seldom emptied. “Law, Gert,” he ex- 
plained as he searched, “look at all th time it ud take to be alius 
maken new patterns; an you’d all th time hafta be worried about 
gitten th parts mixed. First thing,” he went on, fishing out a crumpled 
right leg, “is to make a good strong pattern out a cardboard er 
plywood.” 

She watched with wide, strained eyes, but did not protest. She 
even kept silent next day when, after much help from the children, 
the parts of ten dolls were sanded clean, and she got out her knife to 
round out thumbs and ears and cut faces. Clovis saw what she was 
about, and said, “Gert, you cain’t lake th time to do no whittlen. Th 
next thing’s tu paint em. You an Clytie can draw up some faces 
while I go git some paint an some strings to put cm on.” 

When he had gone they all drew faces, even Clytie’s friend, Donna 
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Mae, who knew about the secret of the saw. But the day was half 
gone before there was a face that suited Enoch, whose job it was to 
haul them through the alleys in the wagon. “Yu gotta make stuff 
that’ll sell,’’ he kept saying. He settled at last on a face that Donna 
Mae drew; the mouth big and wide-lipped, the brows short and thick 
above round, sidewise-rolling eyes. Clytie coloured it with crayons 
left from school; Gertie looked at it and turned away, but Enoch 
pranced with joy. 

Clovis came home with many little bottles and cans of paint, even 
gold that, he explained, was for the hair. Gertie shook her head over 
the ugly, too bright colours; but all through the hot afternoon she 
painted; slowly, painfully, she followed Clytie’s marked lines, the 
lines for ever the same, though the colours could be different. Some 
had red hair, some black, and two with gold; the clothes were 
changed about in colour, but in the end it was always the same — 
ugliness on the pretty, fine-grained maple wood. The work of 
creating ugliness was worse than the sneezy, stinking job of getting 
off the old paint; the new paint smelled more strongly than the old, 
and, try as she would, she could not keep it off her hands; the feel of 
the sticky stuff, especially the bright, bloody red, nauseated her. She 
could not work outside because the dust and mosquitoes and flies 
would ruin the finish ; the heat and the smell made her dizzy, and the 
kitchen door by which she worked was usually blocked by children, 
noses pushed against the screen as they asked her what she did; and 
Wheateye lingered, quarrelling, declaring that Gertie should first have 
finished the man in the wood. 

Whit came to watch, unworried now, at least for the moment. 
Both he and Sophronie could draw the unemployment insurance, 
and already he’d found a job setting pins of evenings in a near- 
by bowling alley; and anyway everybody would be called back to 
work, for the times would boom — for a little while. 

Gertie sighed for quietness and coolness, but worked on, straight- 
mouthed, grim-eyed; her haticd for the ugly dolls fading at times as 
she enumerated in her head all their needs against the opening of 
school and winter quickly following. 

It was two or three days later before the dolls were painted and 
dried and strung, and Enoch, in a fury of impatience to test his 
salesmanship, loaded them into the little red wagon. Hardly were 
they loaded before Mrs. Schultz left off hanging up her wash to 
come and study the dolls. She took one and jumped it, smiling. 
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“Isn’t it cute — kinda different. I’ll bet my Kathy would like it.” 

“Genuine hand-carved maple,” Enoch said. “An a kid cain’t tear 
um up — an they’s nothen on um tu hurt a baby — genuine enamel — 
none a yer cheap lead paints; an nothen tu come loose an choke em. 
An lookee, even a little kid can make um jump.” And he jerked the 
string and bounced the doll, then set it upright in the wagon. 

“How much?” Mrs. Schultz asked. 

Gertie cleared her throat, remembering the cake with thick white 
frosting, remembering the family argument only a little while ago 
about what the price should be; two dollars she’d thought was 
scandalously high for some little pieces of painted sawed scrap wood, 
but Clovis had held out for three; in tlie end they’d compromised on 
two-fifty; Clovis had thought they might not sell well through the 
change-over, but there was no use to give them away. 

Now, Enoch, as if not trusting his mother, said quickly, “Two- 
fifty, an it’ll last a lifetime.” 

“But, son,” Gertie said, “when that paint comes off it w’on’t be no 
doll.” 

“It won’t come off,” Enoch said, plainly angry with his mother, 
but smiling at Mrs. Schultz. “It ain’t like they was cheap plastic 
things.” 

Mrs. Schultz continued to linger over the dolls, wistful, yet half 
apologetic, like one w'ho cannot buy. “So far I’ve made about all th 
toys my children used when they were babies. Toys — anything good 
like those wooden educational toys — cost so much; but” — she 
picked up a doll, shook it, watched it jump — “1 guess I better not. 
I’ve been saving a little towards sheets — and there’ll be plenty of 
sheets pretty soon, an maybe cheaper.” 

“This doll’ull outlast a sheet, lady,” Enoch said, impatient, 
pulling the wagon away, followed already by a crowd of admiring 
children, with Amos walking importantly behind, pretending to push 
the wagon, smiling, and nodding when Enoch Ixgan his cry, “DoJis — 
genuine hand-carved dolls. Solid maple, safe ler a baby — unbreakable 
string — safe fer a baby.” 

The Miller door opened and Mrs. Miller, who between factory and 
housework had seldom been seen in the alley, called to him; and after 
jumping several and a bit of considering, she chose one. She paid the 
exact change, and as she turned back into her kitchen held the doll 
towards Sophronie on her stoop, explaining, “Lookee, 1 figgered it’s 
th last thing I’ll be buyen in Deetroit.” 
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“I thought you’d stay long enough to draw your unemployment,” 
Mrs. Schultz, hanging out clothes again, said. 

Mrs. Miller shook her head. “That steel mill ain’t a-stoppen. 
Andy’s worken overtime — big money. I figger if we wait too long we 
might git out a th notion a goen back an lose the chanct he’s got to 
buy into this garage — s’good place — if he don’t change his mind,” 
and as if the thought frightened her, she hurried swiftly through her 
door. 

Sophronie glanced after her with wistful eyes, and Mrs. Schultz 
wondered why they didn’t stay. “They’ve got way more’n enough 
for a down payment,” she said. 

“She’s been awful jumpy ever since that last pitman got burned up 
alive,” Sophronie said. 

“I wonder what she’d do if she was a fireman’s wife,” Mrs. 
Schultz said. 

The women were silent, but Gertie continued to stand a moment 
longer listening: “Genuine hand-made dolls — genuine . . .” An 
aeroplane blotted out the sound. 

She went into the house and stood by the block of wood and stared 
at it for a long time in what she thought was silence before she realised 
she was saying, “But they’s not any real whitllen on th things.” Then 
the unfinished empty hand, turned palm downward, that had been 
calling to her, impatient, while she messed with dolls, called her now; 
the wrist would be loose like Mrs. Schultz’s wrist, as she held up the 
doll she wanted but could not buy. 

She lost herself for a time in the wrist, but the dolls had made her 
behind in the housework. Clyuc was gone to the book-mobile with 
Donna Mac, and the breakfast dishes still unwashed and the beds 
not made. She went into the kitchen, stared a moment at the mess 
that no matter what she did would be there again tomorrow and all 
the days after, then turned sharp about and flopped upon her own 
unmade bed. She lay and looked at the ceiling — she was so tired she 
wished slie could lie for ever and never move or think. What was the 
good of trying to keep your own if when they grew up their days 
were like your own — changc-overs and ugly painted dolls? She 
remembered Amos, gone with Enoch. What if for one little second 
he forgot and ran in front of a air — or if somebody drunk sped 
through an alley, as often happened? 

She sprang up and hurried outside, but had only got as far as the 
big chugholc alley — the street of the flying kites, Cassie had called 
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it — before she heard Enoch’s long-drawn cry, “Gen-u-ine maple 
dolls — ^hand-carved.” 

She stared through the quivering heat waves towards the sounds 
until guilty thoughts of the dirty dishes drove her home. She had the 
beds made and the kitchen clean, ready to start dirtying again for 
lunch, when Amos came banging through the kitchen door, scream- 
ing that he was hungry and they’d sold five dolls. 

The others went more slowly. It was at twiliglit three or four days 
later that Enoch came running home with the empty wagon bouncing 
behind him. He was near speechless with running and exultation, 
and for an instant stood gasping, thrusting money into his mother’s 
hands. “Guess what. Mom,” he cried at last. “A cop took one, a 
real honest-to-goodness cop inu scout car. An, boy, did he like it!” 

“You done good, real good, son,” Gertie said, straightening bills, 
arranging change. “Ycr pop's not worken, but this money’s goen fer 

clothes fer you, an you git a dime fer ever doll you ” She began 

to count the money again, and looked at Enoch when she’d finished. 
“Son, if you sold all four a them dolls they’s money fer one a-missen 
— an yer pop told you not to give credit.” 

“But, Mom, I toldcha a policeman took one,” Enoch said, proud 
as if he’d got ten dollars for the doll. “I gi\c it to him — he’s onu 
regular patrol. Don’tcha worry. I’ll sell um; when the change-over’s 
done an it’s dost to Christmas I bet I could sell a luillion — well, a 
couple a hundred enyhow — right around here inu project. A lot a 
people likes um but they say they ain’t got no money.” 

“And so you give one to a cop that’s got money,” Gertie cried, anger 
darkening her eyes. She remembered how Mrs. Schultz had wanted 
one, and she hadn’t given it to her. 

“Yeah, Mom,” Enoch said, still proud. “That regular patrol car, 
it went by me real slow, anu one a-driven he ast me where I got th 
dolls an what I was a-doen. I told him my pop was outa work an 
we’d make um an I was sellen um fer to git money to go to school 
An 1 jumped one fer him, an he took it an jumped it an acted like he 
kinda liked it; an I says, ‘Wouldn’cha like one fer yu little girl?’ 
And he says, laughen kinda, ‘How’dju know I hadda little girl?’ 
An I says, T jist figgered.’ And him an that other cop, they both 
laughed, but he kept th doll un said, ‘Watch traffic an short-changers, 
son, an don’t go into strange houses er strange neighbourhoods by 
yerself.’ 

“An, Mom, he ast me my name an where I lived — rccken he’ll 
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recollect; an I’ll have a cop speaken tu me by name just like some 
does to Casimir er Mr. Daly.” 

Gertie’s anger choked her, but Whit, taking the cool of the evening 
on his stoop, called, “ Y ou’re maken a fine beginnen, boy. They won’t 
be allatime a-watchen yu now — pcstcrcn yu about sales tax an sich.” 

“That’s what I figgcred,” Enoch said. “I don’t guess they is a — a — 
a pedlar’s protective association like they is for — they call um fruit 
vendors — you know, like Joe. That Bommarita kid, I beared um a- 
braggen one day that nobody never bothered Joe — he belongs to this 
association. He don't hafta pay no dues to no union ner nothen. 
Joe an his kind, they don’t fool with jist cops: they’ve got um a 
councilman — that kid said.” 

Whit smiled, listening too intently. “I wonder does th teamsters 
know all that — them teamsters, why they've got a state congress- 
man.” He added cautiously, “So I've heared.” 

“But ole man Flint’s got him a congressman in Washington, an a 
newspaper broadcaster on u radio says whatever he pays him to say,” 
Enoch said, then remembered to add quickly w hen Clovis looked at 
him, “So I've heared.” 

“So what?” Whit said, smiling. “Didn’tcha know that these big 
automobile companies is gonna buy um a man an sell him tuyu fer 
President some day jist like they sell new cars?” 

“Not me, brotlier,” Enoch said. 

Clovis, who liad been draped over the fence listening, guessed 
they’d better get busy and make more dolls. Gertie continued silent; 
the thumb was just barely touc'ung the man’s chest, for his elbow 
was close against his side — kind of huddled into himself like Max 
when she went away — maybe the thumb oughtn’t to be touching. 
That might throw his elbow out too much. She fled from the plans 
for more dolls, and from Whit, who now that he was not working 
seemed almost to have become an extra member of the household; 
she was watering the flowers, having picked up the hose that at first 
had seethed such an unhandy thing, while her thoughts went round 
and round the man’s empty hand. 

She smelled the marigolds and the wet earth above the garbage can 
smells, and smiled on the white asters beginning to bloom under 
Victor’s kitchen window, dark, like the rest of his unit. She’d seen 
little of him since the war had ended; cars were crying for steel and 
he was working many double shifts. She stepped on to his bottom 
step to water the asters and Victor said from the darkness behind the 
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kitchen screen door, “You an her was friendly. She say anyting tuyu 
about where she’d go?” 

She saw his outline dim behind the screen; he sat huddled into 
himself on one of the too small kitchen chairs, well back from the 
screen like a man trying to hide. “If I could find her,” he went on 
when she did not answer, “she’d come back tu me. S’funny t’ing — 
twice she went to mass wit’ me — pretty soon she’d married me — that 
is, wit’ u priest — them other marriages ain’t nutten. If 1 could find 
her, she’d come back to me.” 

“Yes, she would,” Gertie said, and added, “Slic wanted the sea.” 

“Which sea? What sea?” he asked in anger. “1 gotta pick out one 
— an go.” 

“They is a heap a seas,” Gertie said, turning away, watering other 
flowers, and for a moment it was quiet and she was alone; children 
still played in the hot, stccl-tingcd twilight, but they were in alleys 
other than her own. The alonencss lasted only a moment; then a 
voice was calling, “Mrs. Nevels.” 

She answered, and Mrs. Schultz, her voice gay and brisk as always, 
said, “I was watering my window-box, and 1 thought you were in your 
flowers,” and she came on, explaining that she had thought it over, 
and would take a doll after all; it w'asn’t easy these days to find any- 
thing substantial and well made. She couldn’t buy new sheets yet 
anyway, so now she would use some of her sheet money, and if she 
got a chance at sheets she’d take their money out of the house down- 
payment money. 

Gertie pushed back a strong impulse to give her one, but in 
the end olTercd only to paint it and fix it just as Mrs. Schultz directed. 

She told Clovis of the doll order when she w'cnt indoors, and he was 
pleased. “You could have a little steady income — if you can make th 
things cheap enough but still nice enough that a lot a pcople’ull want 
em.” 

“Yes,” she said, but with no enthusiasm, studying now the thrmb 
of the uplifted hand in the block of wood. She held her f>wn just 
below her breasts, then dropped it quickly; her hand would never be 
like that; she had two hands now, one reaching out making people 
drop into it money that might have gone for down payments. She 
felt heavy and tired and old. 

Some life returned to her next day in the excitement of a ciir with a 
telegram: Clovis was to report for work on the three o’clock shift that 
afternoon. 
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CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE 


The heat wave went as suddenly as it came, and she was cold 
now in the twilights watering the flowers — cold in late August; and 
she told herself it was only a spell of cool weather, but she knew in 
her heart it wasn’t, for by the parking lot and in the vacant land the 
wild asters and the golden-rod had long since bloomed, and now 
stood smoke-darkened and dried. She would think at times of the 
closeness of winter, when she would be for ever shut up in the steamy, 
smelly indoors, with snow above Cassie, the wind crying in the 
telephone wires, and the Icy Heart purring and purring. She would 
shiver, then remember the block of wood; this winter was the time 
for which she had waited so long; she would bring the man’s face out 
from its long hiding. 

Here and there were vacant units from which people had moved 
away, but there had been no great rush of workers to go back home. 
Many families had at least one job-holder, such as Mr. Daly or a 
steel man like Victor, unalTccted by the change-over. Still, there were 
idle men in the alleys, and many families had no one working, but 
lived on unemployment insurance. More and more, as the unemploy- 
ment mounted, Gertie was awaie of something among many of the 
people around her that, if not envy, was close to it. 

The new woman who had got Mrs. Anderson’s unit, two bed- 
rooms for her four children, sometimes gave her sharp envious 
glances, and one day in Gertie's hearing remarked in her broken 
English to Mrs. Daly that Detroit certainly loved the hillbillies: there 
was a hillbilly family close by v dh only three kids, but they had three 
bedrooms, and the man hadn't had to go to war, and now he was 
working through the change-over. But Mrs. Daly sighed, and said 
only, “Maybe that family lost some kids.’’ 

Mr. Daly, however, was one of the loudest of the many who 
complained about hillbillies in Detroit. One afternoon, when he had 
finished «omewhat early his work of driving a garbage truck, he stood 
in the alley almost in front of the Miller walk, and loudly remarked, 
“Tliey’s plenty a native-born Detroiters walking a streets without 
jobs, while hillbillies wot don’t belong here w'orks.’’ 

Mrs. Miller, who, as if vacationing from the tlirec years she had 
spent almost continually within doors, either in the factory or over 
the housework, was now much in the alley, gossiping and watching 
her children, heard and cried, “Oh yeah? "V ou never did see them 
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ads an signs an letters beggen all th people back home to come up 
here an save democracy fer you all. They done it ina last war, too. 
Now you can git along without us, so’s you cain’t git shet a us quick 
enough. Want us to go back home an raise another crop a youngens 
at no cost to Detroit, so’s they’ll be all ready to save you when you 
start another war — huh? We been comen up here to save Detroit 
ever since th War a 1812.” She stood, hands on hips, and looked at 
him, a proud, defiant woman — and strong. She hadn’t missed a day 
from sickness in all her three years of factory work. “I almost wish 1 
was stayen. I’d help make Detroit into a honest-to-God American 
town stid uv a place run by Catholic foreigners.” 

Mr. Daly turned white with fury; Mrs. Bommarita, cleaning her 
garbage can, stopped transfixed with lifted broom, while Mrs. Miller 
continued to stand hands on hips, smiling: “You tlrink I don’t know 
who runs things, even th schools an ” 

Miller was thundering through the screen, “Nancy, shut up an git 
in!” 

Mrs. Miller smiled and turned to her husband. “What'sa differ- 
ence? We’re goen home; we don’t have to have jobs no more. I 
made up my mind all that time I hadda pay dues to a union I hadda 
join, an listen to a priest-quoten steward, and be bawled out by a 
foreman with a cross under his shirt. I’d tell off ” 

She slammed the door behind her; and the alley, even Mr. Daly, 
was for a moment still. Sophronie’s hands, taking clothes off the 
line, went faster as she gave Mr. Daly a swift, sidewise glance, as if 
afraid he might read in her what she was thinking. Gertie stared 
down at the doll she was sanding; she washed Nancy Miller had kept 
still; there’d be more fighting and fussing among the children, and 
Clovis would quarrel at her a little more for ‘huggling up’ to Mrs. 
Daly. It was the first time she’d ever heard the word ‘Catholic’ 
mentioned aloud in the alley. The things Mrs. Miller said, and 
worse, were dealt with in whispers under the noise of radios. If the 
tool-and-die man chanced to be around when Whit and Miller and 
Clovis had such talk in the kitchen he would shut them up with a, 
“Cut it boys. Talk like that’s a good way to bust th union. We all 
gotta hang together. Not all Catholics arc Joseph Dalys.” They 
would be still, though Whit’s smiling silence at such times was worse 
than any words he might have said. 

Only a few minutes after Nancy Miller's outburst, Clovis came 
home, though he hadn’t been gone three hours. “They was some 
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kind a walk-out — electricians jarren around claimen th machine 
setter-uppers was a-doen part a their work — so they sent us all home. 
That danged old man Flint,” and he looked so pestered, so disgusted, 
that Gertie did not press him for further explanations. Only yesterday 
he had said it looked like steady work for him; there were rows and 
rows of small lathes and punch presses out of the grease and on to 
the floor waiting for him and other repair-men. She only sighed and 
set up supper. 

Like most workers on the three-to-twelve shift, Clovis ate a hearty 
meal around two o’clock, and so was not hungry at the family’s 
regular supper-time ; but tonight he sat with them and sipped coffee, 
and gradually some of the anger left him, and he talked enough that 
she learned what ailed him. “ ‘Yu iryen to git in good with that 
foreman?’ he asks me, hatcful-like. An I hadn’t knowed that little 
piece — two screws an a bolt an she’s on — was tu be put on by a tool- 
an-die man. I thought th foreman when he showed me had it under 
machine repair. ‘Forenian-sucken, huh?’ that steward says. ‘Tryen 
tu save th company money doen tool-an-dic work on a repair-man’s 
pay.’ ” 

“Mebbc you’ll git shifted agin,” Gertie comforted. 

Clovis yawned, all the anger gone from him. “Then I’d most likely 
git a mean foreman agin. Th one I’ve got now’s a good feller — but 
that steward, they’s a election comen up an he wants his faction in, an 
Bender’s out; that steward, he claims Bender an his bunch is all 
commies, alius crappen around, th steward says, wanten us to take a 
strike vole, some’s a-sayen.” 

“Why?” Gertie asked. 

Clovis shook his head wearily. “Gert, time an agin I’ve told ye I 
don’t know nothen about the union’s business. Mebbe they oughta 
strike — Whit thinks so, an so does that tool-an-die man; they’re both 
buddies a Bender’s frum away back.” He got up, and went for the 
evening's paper, spread as usual on the floor, open at the comics. 
“I’d sdonei take Bender’s word fer things than that steward’s; 
Bender’s got a right to crap; he’s on a grievance committee.” 

Gertie wondered what was a grievance committee, but kept 
silent. The fear that always came over her when Clovis did not 
work his regular hours had laid hold of her so that she could not eat. 
She could hardly wait until the meal was finished so that she could 
clean up the kitchen and begin sanding the pieces of a new batch of 
dolls Clovis had cut some days ago. 
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However, tonight Clovis frowned on the sanding and told her to 
leave it be; the tool-and-die man was fixing her up some sanding 
wheels. They could work from the same motor as the saw, and not 
only was there a set to get off the old paint and smooth up the wood 
but one that would round off the sawed edges and make the dolls 
look more genuinely hand-carved. 

“I hope you’re paying him fer all his trouble,” Gertie said, and in 
spite of all her hatred for the contraptions he made, she suddenly 
wished the tool-and-die man would come tonight. Since Clovis had 
gone on the threc-to-twelve shift, she had seen the man but seldom, 
and strangely enough had missed him, though he had never talked 
much with her. Still, he had been kind, always asking about herself 
and the children, even about Reuben sometimes, and lately he had 
taken more and more interest in the man coming out of the block of 
wood. The last time his words had made a joke and he had smiled, 
but his eyes were thoughtful, fixed on the hands. “Well,” he had 
asked, “can’t he make up his mind? Will he keep it or give it 
back?” 

“He’s thinken about it,” she had said. 

He had given a little headshake, still studying the wood. “I’ll bet 
he already knows he’s made up his mind to give it away,” he had 
said. 

It was Saturday evening, three nights later, with Clovis home on 
his regular time off, before the tool-an-die man came up the alley 
from the parking lot. Gertie was out watering flowers, though it was 
late, with most of the children in from the alleys ; and even as she 
smiled towards him she wondered all at once why it was that on all 
his visits he had come only after dark; and if it w'cre true that 
Sophronie would not let him come to her place, for now that she was 
laid off and home of evenings he never went there. 

She called to him in greeting as he aime through the gate, and they 
stood a moment talking about the weather and the flowers. Tie 
turned then towards the kitchen door, but just as he stood ‘on the 
stoop, caught in the shaft of light through the screen, a voice called, 
“Well, well, if it ain’t mu old pal. 1 thought yu’d be in Moscow.” It 
was Mr. Daly, a blur of white shirt-front and dark trousers by 
Gertie’s gale. 

The tool-an-dic man turned, his voice easy, pleasant. “No,” he 
said, “I never got that far. England mostly, and then Africa, till they 
sent me home.” 
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Mr. Daly laughed. “Ain’tcha th disappointed one? Yu stunk so 
wit politics th Army couldn’t stand yu no longer.” 

“I wouldn’t know,” the other said. “Mostly it was shrapnel in my 
leg — ^and my age,” and he started to open the door, but stopped and 
turned about and listened as Mr. Daly said: 

“Back in my ole sinful, foolish days I always liked youse — in spite 
u yu colour — now.” He stopped, laughed, then spoke more loudly. 
“I don’t wanta say it out loud where so many can hear — might give 
some people u bad impression a wot kind a friends some a th hill- 
billies in this alley keeps — but I jus wanta give youse a li’l friendly 
warning.” He stopped, then spoke more loudly. “Youse commies 
hadda picnic true du war — but just youse wait an see. Du red squad 
ain’t dead — an Father Moneyhan, he’ll be warning his people agin. 
I’ll be selling his literature — an them that tears it up now, why, we can 
call urn bydu proper name — commies.” 

Those who had missed the earlier part of the speech, heard the last, 
and certiiinly the last word, for Mr. Daly Hung it over his shoulder in 
a great shout as he went on up the alley on the way to his regular 
Saturday night's amusement, followed by mass, if he were sober 
enough, in the early hours of Sunday morning. The tool-and-die 
man was still a moment, looking after him, then said as he went 
through the door, “And they told me Hitler was dead.” 

Gertie, still watering her flowers, heard Sophronie’s troubled 
whispering as she stood in her darkened kitchen door; there were 
sounds of a muted scuffle and heavy breathing, then Whit came down 
his steps and round and through her gate, and his voice was gay and 
ringing as, without waiting to open her screen, he called a greeting 
to the tool-and-die man. 

She lingered a long time among the flowers, though the spraying 
hose was so cold it hurt her hands, and all her body grew a-shiver 
from the evening’s chill. She did not want the whispers or Whit’s 
hate-fillcd, glittering eyes, but when she did go in it was as if Mr. Daly 
had never spoken in the alley, for the men were deep in talk of union 
politics. 

They never noticed her, and she went on into the living-room, but 
even there she heard their troubled talk, mostly now about Bender. 
Whit thought he ought to have a bodyguard; in fact he felt it so 
strongly that after a little further talk he said, “I could drive slow 
ahead a him fer a few nights; he lives on this side a town, an I’m 
ginerally through setten pins before he comes off his shift.” 
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Gertie waited, but could hear no word of dissent from the other 
two. She wished Clovis were not on the same shift as this man the 
others liked so well. Then Whit was saying, “Let em kill Bender; 
we’d still go out on strike. Th ’’ 

Gertie gave one last yearning glance towards the block of wood on 
which she had hoped to work, and fled to the bedroom by Victor. 
She shut the door, and stood trying not to think of Meg’s letters from 
Harlan years ago when the big battle for the union was on. Meg had 
written of fights, killings, bombings, and — what seemed worse — 
hungry children, the men out of work so long. Her mother had gone 
around sniffling, declaring that if a man didn’t to want work 
and went on strike and left his children to star\c he ought to be 
shot. 

She had agreed with Irer mother then, and wondered at Meg, who 
had seemed to take the idleness of her man for granted. But now? 
Suppose a man didn’t want to strike after the vote was taken? Could 
he work? Or suppose the men in the mines hadn’t struck, and one 
man alone stood up and said, “I won’t work because the pay’s too 
low, the timbering’s bad, and too many men have already died from 
bad air and you won’t fix the fans ...” To that one man or the 
dozen men or the hundred the company could have said, “You’re 
fired.” Then what? 

She had in her trouble turned all unknowing to her knife, now open 
in her hand, while, hardly knowing what she did, she looked about 
the little room for a piece of whittling wood. There were, she thought, 
on the top shelf of the doorless closet, some little chunks of seasoned 
maple scrap. Reaching, her fingers touched some bit of rounded 
wood; puzzled as to what it could be, she pulled it out and saw the 
bald-headed baby in maple she had meant for the least Daly. She had 
always aimed to do a little more work on it, put at least a little curl in 
the hair, but even unfinished it was still much nicer for giving than the 
two-fifty dolls. Close by was Maggie’s chickadee, finished, bi't 
forgotten until now. Once, little and made of poplar as it wasi it had 
seemed a thing too cheap and shoddy for a gift; yet, looking at it 
now, she thought Maggie would like it. 

She went sneaking and tiptoeing through the living-room door with 
the gifts hidden in one great hand, in case Clovis looked up to wonder 
where she went and w'hat she gave; but no one noticed her going, 
absorbed as they were in talk, whispers now between the huddled 
heads. 
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She hesitated by the Daly screen door, not wanting to startle a lone 
woman by a sudden knocking. Mrs. Daly might for a minute think 
something bad had happened to Mr. Daly, who wasn’t expected 
home till Sunday morning. She had walked heavily up the steps, but 
no one seemed to have noticed her coming. She peeped at last 
through the door, and saw Mrs. Daly by the ironing-board, her 
shoulders hunched as she pressed down the iron. Gertie knocked 
gently, but still the woman did not look round. 

She looked more closely and saw scallops such as her mother had 
used to embroider and realised it was a piece of Maggie’s hope chest 
Mrs. Daly ironed. She remembered that a day or so ago Mrs. Daly 
had washed it all again, and Mrs. Bominarita out by Joe’s truck had 
said, “She wants u new people to see her fine linen.’’ Mrs. Schultz 
had wondered why she didn’t at least wait until Maggie was home 
to do all that laundry; Maggie had gone someplace visiting, and 
her mother had such a time when she was gone and nobody to help 
her. 

Gertie knocked more loudly, and at last Mrs. Daly looked round 
for an instant, but turned back to the ironing before she said, “Come 
in,” and when she spoke it wasn’t like Mrs. Daly’s voice at all, neither 
laughing, nor cursing, nor quarrelling, but still, just saying things like 
any other voice. 

Gertie felt awkward, holding the chickadee and the doll, opening 
the door slowly and slowly making her way across the cluttered 
kitchen to the woman who wouldn’t turn her head to look at her. “I 
been wanten tu give ycr baby ore a my dolls,” she said to the woman’s 
back. “Somethen it can chew on an git no splinters — an no paint.” 
Mrs. Daly still ironed and gave no sign that she had heard, but after a 
moment’s waiting Gertie continued, “An a long time back, I made 
Maggie a chickadee — a little chickadee to go with her ma — saint that 
blessed th birds.” 

Something about the shoulders, too still, too stiff, as if they fought 
to keep from sagging down upon the unironed linen, made Gertie 
think of Job’s wife, a woman she had lately pondered much upon. 
The iron went slowly and ever more slowly, and stopped at last on a 
scalloped hem. Gertie said, “It’ll burn, Miz Daly,” and took the iron 
and set it endwise on the scorched folded paper that served as pad; 
but even so there was on the embroidery a faint yellowing of scorch. 
Mrs. Daly turned at last and looked at her, and Gertie saw her eyes, 
dried-out and old-looking, ringed with red as if the weeping were 
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finished only because there were no more tears. “You’re worken 
late,” Gertie said, looking quickly away from the telltale eyes to the 
bushel basket half filled with dampened things. 

“I gotta hurry. I hafta quit when Mr. Daly comes home,” Mrs. 
Daly said, her voice low and level dead. “It would make him feel 
bad, dear man, to see all her tings spread out — an her not needing 
um no more.” 

“Oh?” 

Mrs. Daly turned back to the iron, nodded above it. “Maggie’s 
gone away to be a nun. Dey’ll never be no turning back for her while 
she can turn back, like ihey’s some that’ll say. She’ll take her vows 
when her time comes. Such a girl was Maggie,” and her voice was 
defiant, a little of the old Mrs. Daly. “ ‘Wot’ull yu do wit’out her — 
an all that hope chest?’ some says, like his sisters. But I’m proud, 
real proud.” 

Gertie backed away, not answering, wondering if she ought to tell 
the woman her tears would spot the linen; tears were not like plain 
water, not a bit. 


CHAPTER TH 1 RT Y-FOIJ R 

Back home it would be hot, with the little goose-craw beans 
hanging plump and green among the late corn, but here in late 
September there was the chill of frost in the air, and already the alley 
lay cold and blue in the still dusty twilight, though it was early, with 
Clytie not yet home from high school. Gertie lingered, looking for 
her, head craned around the door, glass again in place of screen. 
“Yer flowers done real good.” It was Sophronie speaking from her 
kitchen stoop, nodding towards the marigolds by Gertie’s fence. 

And Gertie, too, smiled on the dwarfish, child-battered, plants 
covered with their many-petalled flowers all shades of gold and 
bronze and brownish red. There was something frantic in their 
blooming, as if they knew that frost was near and then the bitter cold. 
They’d lived through all the heat and noi.se and stench of summer- 
time and now each widely-opened flower was like a triumphant cry, 
“We will, we will make seed before we die.” 

Sophronie’s still, forever troubled eyes were on the flowers as she 
said, “That strike talk’s gitten worse — comen in over the radio now.” 



459 


Then added as if Gertie didn’t already know, “I been looken fer a 
telegram an a-listenen on th radio all day, but Whit ain’t got no call 
back. They let him work jist long enough to make him lose that 
bowlen-alley job an th unemployment.” 

“Well, leastways they ain’t made you lose your unemployment 
compensation.” The long, strange words came slowly, and she spoke 
haltingly, feeling guilty, somehow, before Sophronie. Whit had been 
sent home before he’d had a chance to draw even one full pay 
cheque; a parts shortage, the company had claimed; but Whit and 
others claimed the company lied; there were whispers of mountains 
of parts; the company just didn’t want to assemble the parts into cars 
until the OPA went off and cars could go sky-high. 

Sophronie turned back to listen to her radio, but Gertie went out 
on to her stoop and continued to watch for Clytie. Clovis had lost a 
lot of time from wildcat strikes and walk-outs caused by the workers, 
and even more from mysterious work stoppages, and one disciplinary 
lay-off by the company. Still, they had been able to meet their pay- 
ments, start Enoch and Clytie in school, and lay in a ton of coal 
against the winter. She oughtn’t to complain, for times were none 
too good for many; she could sec that in the pedlars flocking 
through the alleys; many ex-servicemen, all knocking on her door, 
holding out books, magazines, photographs, clocks. “Lady, yu need 
luck; lemme sell yu this genuine electric clock in a horseshoe, onie 
twelve ninety-five.” Others sold dancing lessons, clothing of all 
kinds, imitation jewellery, an endless assortment of pots, pans, 
brushes, gadgets for what use she could not even guess, radios, and 
toys. “But, lady, it’s onie eighiy-eight days till Christmas.” 

The last had been said to her today — another Christmas, another 
winter. She wanted to run from time that took her life, her days, and 
left only trouble in return. There was no place to run, so she went 
slowly down her walk, looking for Clytie. Her glance happened 
upon some tiny lumps of coal, spilled from the coal-house door. She 
squatted and began to pick up the pieces; a moment later a voice 
asked, “Lady, what must we do to be saved through Christ?” 

She looked up and saw a young man in a worn soldier’s coat, bent 
above her by the fence. There were so many sellers of Christ in the 
alley; he was offered on Christmas cards, punch boards, rosaries, 
revivals, bingo parties, books, Bibles, and pamphlets. Now the 
teachings of her childhood came with no bidding, and she answered, 
reaching for a lump of coal, “Believe.” 
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“One of our own,” he said, and held out a card with the name and 
address of a church. 

“But what if a body cain’t believe?” she said, still squatting, 
looking up at him. There was a scar on his forehead, disappearing 
into his hair, and his face had the whitish far-away look of a soldier’s 
long in a hospital. 

“We must believe,” he said, smiling, believing. 

“But God give us a mind that can or cain’t believe.” She shook 
her head over an old wonder she had never spoken aloud until now, 
“But not even God can make us believe.” 

“Pray,” he said, “and come to church; we want your soul, not your 
money.” 

“But you have tu believe first before you can pray,” she said, but 
he was gone towards Sophronie’s door. 

He limped, she saw, and looked tired; she ought to have invited 
him in for a cup of colTee; he maybe didn’t have a dime ahead. She 
was ashamed of herself being always afraid; it was the strike hanging 
over their heads; always and always the strike talk, even the children 
at their schools. A strike vote w'as coming up soon : Whit wanted it 
to win, Clovis was silent, and Sophronie was wearily certain; certain, 
too, that the strike would be long and hard and bitter; the first big 
strike since the war, with the whole nation watching, or so the tool- 
and-die man said, to sec if the union could hold what it had won 
through the war. Gertie heard other talk, the w'hispers, mostly of 
women in the alleys — the strike w'as made by the union big shots who 
wanted to show their power. 

She forgot the strike and drew' a breath of relief when she saw 
Clytie coming up the alley. Clytic came and went on the street-cars 
with her girl friend, but even so she seemed so young to wrestle with 
Detroit. The girl came closer, and Gertie smiled on her, and all at 
once her child seemed grown and far aw'ay as she so often did, now 
that her mother didn’t raise her any more. She looked like any one * if 
thousands of other girls Gertie had seen ; she wore like a uniform the 
white head-cloth far back on the head, the straight, hip-length, dark 
bluejacket of cheap, rc-used w'ool, tl.e plaid skirl, and the low shoes 
with thick white socks, perpetually wrinkled so that her ankles 
looked thick and ugly. Gertie never complained about Clytic’s choice 
of clothing; after all, the child had bought most of it with baby- 
sitting money. 

Gertie had wondered at times what high school was like and how 
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her teachers were in the great school all in shifts so that sometimes 
Clytie never left until nearly noon, but some mornings she had to 
leave so early it would be dark in winter. She pondered much on the 
things Clytie told her — of the place where she could learn to drive a 
car when she was older, of the tough guy who knocked down a 
teacher, of the strange girl who’d offered her lunch money one day 
when her girl friend was eating on another shift and she had lost her 
own. There were many stories of the boys who didn’t go to school, 
many still in soldier’s uniforms, who waited on back corners to offer 
the high-school girls rides. Boys with cars were the especial worry of 
Iva Dean’s mother, who had warned her own daughter, and Clytie, 
too, so much about boys and men with cars that Clytie was wise, 
though she had already learned much from the men. “ ‘Little girl, 
you’ll freeze in this cold rain; lemme take yu home,’ he says to me, 
an, boy, did 1 run!” 

But that had been two days ago ; tonight there was another story. 
“He opened that car door right in mu face and says to me, ‘Little girl, 
yu know I know yu pop; he’s a friend a mine.’ ” And Clytie gave 
word pictures of herself smiling, but backing away, then safe out of 
arm’s reach across the sidewalk, asking, “ ‘Mister, yu must work at 
Griggs?’ ‘Sure, girlie, yu know me — come on, lemme take yu 
home,’ he says to me. 

“An, boy, did 1 laugh! ‘Oh yeah, wise guy?’ I says, ‘My ole man 
works at [dint’s.’ 1 thought he was gonna jump out a that car, an, 
boy, was 1 glad when 1 seen Donna Mae an a bunch a kids waiten at 
the corner! I’d forgot my algebra book an run back by a short-cut 
alley to git it was how it haj-pened. One a th big girls, when she 
beared me tcllcn Donna Mac, told me not to go ofT by myself 
thataway no more; if yu stay with a gang or even just one er two they 
never bother you none.” 

Gertie nodded, grim-facod. “Stay w'ith th crowd,” she said. 

Clytie never saw her mother’s sick-hearted eyes, for she had found 
the evening’s comics, and a moment later was laughing shrilly over a 
strip showing a wolf trying to snuggle up to a pretty girt. “Boy, did 
he git his comeuppance!” she cried, and added from her wisdom, 
“Yu gotta treat um thataway, jist like Clare Bodell on u radio.” 

Gertie nodded again; and the evening was long, as if eternity 
looked through the window, while she got the evening's work done 
and the children to bed so that she could find cleanliness and strength 
and truth, too, seemed like, in the uplifted hand of the man in the 
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wood. However, tonight the work went but poorly; she was tired, 
kneeling by the wood, and realised that instead of whittling she was 
leaning on him. 

She looked at the clock ; almost midnight and not much use to go 
to bed, for soon she would be awakened by Clovis’s homecoming. 
No matter how he tiptoed slie always came wide awake, but worse 
were the nights when he didn’t get home on time. She would awaken, 
frightened, knowing he hadn’t come, but rushing to the kitchen in her 
half-sleep, hoping to find him there. She would stand and watch the 
alley through the darkened kitchen door, her mind jumping from 
traflic accident to fight, for lately in the electioneering for and against 
the strike vote there ’d been several fights between the factions. 

Tonight she watched the red light from a steel pour, heard many 
empty street-cars going home, and had fallen into a shivery, restless 
pacing from kitchen door to living-room door before he came. He 
was unhurt, and somewhat angered by her sleepless, worrying ways 
as he explained that he had had car trouble. She answered nothing to 
that; did not even point out that used to be he had ever bragged he 
never had car trouble; he’d always been able to see trouble coming 
and keep a car running, even the oldest of his trucks. Maybe he’d 
had a flat tyre; but she did not ask. She tried instead to put her mind 
on the flowers; maybe she should have cut a great bouquet tonight; 
it had seemed so cold. 

However, it was not until three evenings later that she went out to 
cut the flowers in the cold, still twilight. She was bent above the 
asters searching out the finest buds, when she stopped, knife uplifted; 
a gurgling, inhuman scream, the kind the radio made when an Indian 
died, had come from the Mcanwell kitchen door. She whirled to see 
Wheateye race through her door and down her walk, then spring, 
monkey-like, from garbage-can top to coal-shed roof. She held a 
large bunch of purple grapes, and in spite of chewing and swallowing 
she began to scream again while she went round and round on tin 
coal-house roof in the jigging, bouncing step the alley childreiin used 
when they played Indian war dance; her hands were ever clapping at 
her mouth, but Gertie, listening, frowned. The words, though 
gargled and broken with the grapes she chewed and swallowed, were 
plainly not the usual Indian words heard on the radio. 

Gertie went closer to the small thin figure that in the red-tinged 
half-darkness looked like some poorly-sawed jumping-jack doll 
dressed in outgrown clothing so that it seemed all skinny legs and 
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arms, for since there was so little money coming in, Sophronie’s 
children, like Gertie’s, wore their good clothing only to school. But 
Wheateye’s cry was not of nakedness nor hunger, but joyful; and 
when Wheateye’s brothers and other children took it up, Gertie 
understood the words, “Old man Flint is dead — dead — dead. Old 
man Flint is dead — dead — dead. Globba — lobba — lobba. Old man 
Flint is dead, dead, dead; globba, lobba, lob.” 

Whit, who had been shifting his car wheels in the parking lot, 
came running, a wrench in his hand, asking, joyfully, unbelievingly, 
“Honest?” 

And when Sophronie called from her stoop, “Yeah, it come over 
the radio; sudden, up at his fall home,” the joy in even her forever 
troubled, tiptoeing voice was reflected in his own as he stood smiling, 
looking about him, but unable to say anything but, “Well, I’ll swan,” 
followed by a low whistle of exultation. 

There was a great calling back and forth across the alley, some 
wanting to know if the news were indeed true, with others giving 
joyful confirmation. Mr. Daly, listening to the radio, had heard it 
all, Mrs. Daly reported, walking down the alley, speaking loudly 
above the chanting of the children. “He hadda bishop by him when 
he died. Cunyu’maginc, a bishop fudu last rites? Ihey was vacation- 
ing tugedder.” And some of Mrs. Daly’s old self came back as she 
pondered on the future of old man Flint; with all the money he had 
and a bishop by him when he died, he wouldn’t have to spend hardly 
any time at all in purgatoi7. She hoped she could go to the funeral; 
if she could get a baby-sitter s. ic was certain she could get into the 
cathedral; Mr. Daly knew so many cops. There would be bishops at 
the funeral mass, and maybe even a cardinal. Just think of it ! and she 
shook her head in wonder. Democracy did it, for Mr. Flint had been 
an immigrant boy who’d used a pick and shovel to dig out railroad 
beds. 

Gertie ollcrcd to mind the children, and almost a week later, w'hen 
the city had paid full tribute to Mr. Flint with lowered flags, throngs 
filing past the dead, the papers each outdoing the other with pictures 
of his many homes, his many children, his collection of ruffled 
petunias on which he had spent more than a hundred thousand 
dollars and said to be the finest in the world, his many grandchildren, 
and his old, liejcwelled w'ife, who had not been with him wh.en he 
died — after all this Mrs. Daly went to the funeral. She came home 
disappointed. There had been no end of bishops and priests, and 
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cops directing traffic, but still the funeral was not so fine as Short Joe 
Menazzi’s. Oh, Gertie, of course, hadn’t been in Detroit in the days of 
Short Joe Menazzi; he was king of the rum runners all through 
Prohibition ; but somebody — a cop would never have been so mean — 
shot him when he came out of one of his banks. Yes, he’d bought a 
lot of banks, and he’d been a fine man, open-handed with cops and 
the Church and a bitter, bitter enemy of communism. 

Even the weather had seemed to consider the burial of old man 
Flint; the cold autumn rain that had threatened all day never started 
in earnest until even Mrs. Daly had her children home from Gertie’s. 
The sooty rain fell on the frost-blackened flowers, and Gertie 
watched it with a heavy heart — the beginning of winter. The radio 
ground in her head, funny tonight with a drunk man, then above 
it Enoch squealed with laughter and cried, “Lookee, Clyde, didja 
see this — th old woman with a mule? Boy, is she haven herself a 
time!” 

Gertie, thinking of Aunt Kate driving a sledge because all her sons 
had been taken for the war, turned and looked over Enoch’s shoulder. 
She saw a woman, not so old as Aunt Kate, barefooted and sun- 
bonneted, driving a raw-boned mule fastened to a home-made 
sledge. They were going to tow n, and the woman on the way changed 
her bonnet for a silly-looking hat with a big bird and a little long- 
stemmed flower; the old mule looked round and bucked and knocked 
down the w'oman. 

Gertie knew, even as her palm shot out, it wasn’t Enoch she 
wanted to slap; he was a good boy — everybody said he was good. 
Her palm came against his cheek, but not too hard; and he, used now 
to the falls and blows in the alley, was more angry and startled than 
hurt, yelling at her, “Mom, cain’t a guy laugh at a funny picture?” 

“It made me think a yer Granma Kale,” she said. She wanted to 
apologise for the slap, but was unable to make her voice kind as she 
said, “It wasn’t funny.” 

She strode to the block of wood, knife open in her hand. The radio 
was talking by it, something about the strike vote coming up at th 
Flint plants in three more days. She retreated to her bedroom. She 
ought to work on the dolls, but she couldn’t, not tonight; she 
couldn’t bear the eternal sameness of the ugly things. They needed 
the money, but she’d wash, she’d iron, she’d do anything. 

She closed the bedroom door and stood with her back against it so 
that the forever curious, solicitous Clytie could not come in. At last 
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she put a chair against the door, then knelt upon the bed, her face 
close to the window; when she held her face so and listened hard, she 
could faintly hear the rain against the glass. If she could hear it on a 
roof — autumn rain on the roof shingles of a barn when the animals 
were fed and the fodder and hay still smelled of summer — and Dock 
to drive. Where was Dock? He had been so kind; he wasn’t broke to 
saddle good when Amos took sick, but seemed like he had under- 
stood and let her ride him. To have Dock in a bam, even a rented 
barn, and around her food for the winter, and then be able to stand 
in the barn hall and listen to the rain while she held the night’s milk 
. . . and above her on the hill would be the house with her children, 
all her children, safe. To live that way, without debts, unions, boys in 
cars, foremen, traffic ; to be free from the fears, for ever at her back — 
How long would Clovis work tonight, next week? Would the strike 
vote pass? What if he got sick? Doctors here, she’d heard it said, 
wouldn’t come unless they knew they’d get the money. 

She realised tears were falling on her twisting hands. She had never 
cried for Cassie, but now she cried for a mule, a mule that wouldn’t 
recollect her, but with him she had been so free, so unafraid. 

The children went at last to bed, the radio was still, and Gertie 
worked on the block of wood. Tonight she chose again the cupped 
hand; in her haste to be finished with the general shape and bring out 
the empty one above it she had finished only the upeurving backs and 
tips of the fingers, so that the hand seemed overfull with riches heap>ed 
above the fingertips and slipping down between the fingers. 

She worked a long while dividing fingers from the thing they held. 
She grew tired, but still she knelt, working. The knife stopped at 
times over the ball of the bent thumb; the ball must be flattish, liardly 
rounded at all, for the hand had done much work, maybe worked all 
its life for the thing it held, and now she took it away. What did the 
hand hold, heaped so high, so full it slipped between the fingers? 
Sandy earth from her lather’s river-bottom fields? She dreamed of 
the coolness and fog by the river and the sound of the shoals and the 
rustle of corn, ready for cutting: and while she dreamed one finished 
finger of the hand tapped on the window behind her. Her head lifted ; 
no, the tapping was a maple bough like that by the doctor’s window; 
it kept tapping and tapping, but, mixed in with the rain as it was, she 
could hardly hear it. 

She realised the knife was drooping in her hand, and that she was 
drowsing, kneeling by the wood. She rubbed her eyes; there was no 
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maple bough; the window was, as always at night, covered by the 
pale blind; the rain was hard tonight, tapping so loudly. She got 
slowly to her feet, frowning over the stiffness of her knees. She forgot 
her knees and turned swiftly towards the window as the tapping came 
again, and she knew it wasn’t rain. 

She reached for the door-knob, but hesitated as she remembered 
the warnings of Clytie and Clovis and the neighbours: never, never 
open the door at night to a strange knocking — crazy men, drunk men, 
thieves, and murderers. She tiptoed to the window at the end of the 
sofa, and lifted the shade enough to get her head under it. She 
dropped it again behind her, and when her eyes had grown ac- 
customed to the dim light she saw the rain washing down the storm- 
window glass, faintly pinkish in the steel-mill light, dull now, as if no 
furnace was ready for a pour. 

The tapping was repeated, and she jerked her head back in surprise, 
for, close as she had been, she had seen nothing. The sound came 
again; she pressed her face against the glass, and looking down she 
saw a long thin hand, a man’s hand, but seemingly all alone, with no 
man behind it as it rose out of the darkness by the house wall and 
tapped her window again. 

Fear twitched her face, but she did not move; she at last made out 
the dark blurred shape of a man crouched close against the house, 
like one who must hide even when there is no place to hide. She 
hesitated, then at last tapped softly on the glass; a man’s face rose 
swiftly out of the shadow, but stopped when it had come just high 
enough to let her see it through the glass. She drew back, staring; 
rain fell on the uplifted face, but not enough to wash away com- 
pletely the smear of blood on one check. She stared a moment in fear 
and wonder before she realised it was the tool-and-die man; his lips 
moved, made words without speaking while his head jerked sidewise, 
then frontward; she understood that she must turn out the light and 
open the door. 

She jerked the light-string, and with her throat choking, her breath 
a hard thing hurting her chest, she moved a chair, pulled back the 
locked thumb latch, and opened the door slowly, with no creaking, 
and then in the same cautious way opened the storm door. No one 
was there. She went out on to the top step and looked about her, 
unconscious that rain from the unguttcred caves was splattering on 
her head. 

She saw, at last, what looked to be a thicker blot of irregular 
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darkness moving out of the parking lot at the end past Victor’s unit. 
She hurried towards it, hugging the wall, crouching in the shadow as 
the tool-and-die man had done. She was past Victor’s windows when 
in the murky light she saw enough to know that the moving darkness 
was a huddle of man-sliapcs, hurrying now by Victor’s fence. They 
came on so strangely, hurrying but staggering like drunken men, that 
she hesitated, half afraid; but her fear for Clovis was greater, and she 
went on, hurrying, but crouching even lower, for here the street light 
two alleys away made the gloom less thick. A few steps farther, and 
she understood it was only three men walking, staggering because 
they carried another man. 

She sprang forward, peered into the faces of the three walking, and, 
not finding Clovis, looked down to the one carried. She didn’t need 
to see the face ; the smudged shape was enough. She gave a whispered, 
terrified “Oh !’’ and bent lower, searching for his face. She found it, a 
black, featureless mask in the dim light. Why so black? She sniffed, 
and knew without touching him that his face was covered with 
blood. , 

She must have made another sound, for the tool-and-die man gave 
a whispered “Sh-h.” lie was close against the house wall, holding 
up one shoulder while a slight, thin shape she did not recognise held 
the other shoulder, and Whit came behind with the feet; all three 
moved clumsily, stumbling at times and bumping against the wall in 
their haste. Gertie caught the sagging waist, and walked a step or so, 
stooping, hurrying like the men. The fresir blood smell brought back 
Cassie: she should have run fister, much faster — a few minutes 
sooner to the hospital. . . . Hospital — that was where Clovis ought 
to be going — go now, and it wouldn’t be too late, like for Cassie. 

She stopped so suddenly that, holding him as she was, the men 
staggered. “We’ve got tu git him to a hospital,” she said, forgetting to 
whisper. 

“Keep moving,” the tool-and-die man begged, pulling on Clovis 
while she held back. “He’s not bad hurt,” he whispered. 

It eould not have been more than live minutes from the time she 
heard the tapping until they had him through the door and on the cot 
in the living-room. But to Gertie it seemed hours before she could 
bend above him, hear his breathing, a mumbled groan, and then the 
thickly-spoken words, “What th heck?” 

“Yu passed out fore wc got lu the car,” Whit whispered, his voice 
more disgusted than sympathetic; then, as Gertie jerked on the light. 
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he was worried, asking, “Ain’tcha got a little lamp a some kind? 
People’ull notice this.” 

Gertie did not answer; she was looking at Clovis, or at what little 
of his face she could see for the blood. She was too dazed to help 
Whit, grabbing newspapers now, commanding, “Git somethen under 
him; yu don’t want blood all over.” 

Whit and the tool-and-die man shoved the papers under his bloody 
head, and by him on the floor, for his eyes were bulging, his stomach 
writhing like one who had to vomit. He did, mostly blood, it looked 
to Gertie, and the tool-and-die man, seeing her frightened glance, 
explained, “They got him in u jaw. He’s swallcred blood’s all. 
Some wet cloths an a towel might help.” 

She roused from her stupor of terror and got water and towels and 
washed his face and neck and hands while the tool-and-die man took 
off his shirt and looked for body blows. There were none, and some of 
the trembling went from Gertie’s legs when she saw that though there 
was much blood, his wounds seemed no worse than Henley had used 
Jo get in some drunken Jamboree of fist-fighting back home. He was 
lucky in a way, for a little more and he would have lost an eye; there 
was a deep, though short, gash just above his left eyebrow. 

One jaw was cut and bruised inside as well as out, and that was 
why he kept spitting blood, or maybe he had a tooth loose or even 
lost. She wanted to ask him, but didn’t. I lis jaw hurt him more and 
more, stiffening so that he spoke with dilliculty. He lay racked with 
nausea from his own blood, and stared at the ceiling, his good eye 
blazing, the one under the cut blackening up and swelling shut but 
blazing still, while through his clenched teeth came terrible whispered 
oaths such as she had never heard from him, for he had joined the 
Church before they married. 

“Don’t take it so hard,” Whit said, gathering up the dirtied news- 
papers. “It wasn’t nothen personal.” 

Clovis twisted his head, the terrible anger like a blindness in his 
eyes. “I ain’t to say hurt. It’s th blood, th damned, damned blood, 
an th fool I was.” 

He vomited again. Whit spread more papers, laughing a little like 
one who has come from a gay and pleasantly remembered party. He 
tried again to soothe Clovis, reminding him that he could have been 
blinded or had his skull crushed. “It was lead pipe,” he said, 
considering the cut on the forehead, “endwise, but he never got a 
good swing.” And over the jaw he shook his head; a poor swing too,. 
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for the jaw was not so much as fractured, bruised some, but so little 
he couldn’t tell if the wound came from a poor swipe with a tyre 
chain end, or maybe nothing more than a ring on the bare fist of a 
short-reached fighter. 

Clovis flopped down again. He was silent, the wounded eye almost 
closed now, his rapidly swelling jaw making speech more and more 
difficult, but the one good eye kept swinging about the room, saying 
things that Gertie had never thought could be in Clovis. “Don’t take 
it so hard,’’ Whit repeated, wiping blood from his shoes. “We was all 
lucky; we could all git away on our legs. That’s more’n they could 
do.’’ 

“I wonder if—’’ the stranger said, and stopped when they all turned 
and looked at him. Gertie saw that he was young enough almost to 
be the son of any of the other three. His face, though unbloodied, 
was deathly pale, and his dark brown eyes, wide like a child’s eyes, 
were neither angry nor frightened; they were dead, glittering, maybe 
a little puzzled. Still, they were familiar; she remembered at last the 
blue eyes of the young soldier who had wondered about hunting and 
who had seemed to belong to the man with the star. These eyes, like 
the blue ones, saw things behind them, the way she saw Callie Lou 
and smelled the train grease in the stillness and the dark. It wasn’t 
dark and it wasn’t still, but this child saw them now. 

He looked at Whit, licked his lips, opened his mouth, and stood an 
instant so. “I wonder,’’ he began again, his voice struggling like his 
glance, “if that one you hit — well, he was so still — and when they 
dragged him off he was like the ones I used to sec — you know, in th 
war.” 

He began to shiver. Whit’s eyes on him were angry and disgusted. 
“Sure, it’s like th war. 1 got in some good licks with mu jack handle. 


The tool-and-die man spoke quickly: “Aw, kid, nobody’s gonna 
die that easy.” 

“Sure,” Whit agreed, “right onu back a th head like that, they pass 
out easy.” 

The boy’s eyes were still accusing. “But you hit more than once — 
I thought; you kept on and on after he fell. I can — could — hear 
it.” 

The lool-and-dic man tried to smile. “Aw, kid, you’re imagining 
things. If you’d stayed in the car like we said, we’d have their number 
now an — butcha didn’t; that’s that. But, hell, no matter what 
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happened, they ain’t no rules fer stuff like this. It ain’t high-school 
basketball.” 

Clovis rocked his head from side to side, in anger and disgust, 
“Th kid done as good as me. He was supposed tu watch — I was 
supposed tu fight. I didn’t.” Anger and the pain of speaking made 
him fall again into a whispered curse. 

“Butcha done good, real good, for Ih first time,” Whit said. 

“But I didn’t have no sense,” Clovis said, swinging his feet to the 
floor as he attempted to sit up. “I gotta pretty good look at th kid 
comen at me — it wasn't so dark but what I could tell he was scrawny 
— not to my shoulder.” He stopped to spit blood, and went on, his 
good eye squinehed against the pain of speaking, “I thought to 
myself, ‘That kid an them three otliers is jist aimen to skeer Bender; 
all four a them wouldn’t jump on one lone man.’ Then he swung at 
me ’fore I could make mysell' swing on him with that big wrench — 
him a little guy, mebbe jist a kid.” 

“But frum what I seen, yu didn’t stand still fer him,” Whit said. 

Clovis dropped his weary head into his hand. “Naw, but somehow 
that wrench got away frum me; the next thing 1 knowed I was a- 
comen down on him with my hands an my teeth like when I was 
young, fighten back home. I recollect a-thinken, ‘If 1 cain’t kill him. 
I’ll mark him up good.’ So’s I gouged at his eye an chewed on his 
yer. I’d know him now' in a million, an I’ll alius recollect th way he 
sounded — damned dago.” 

“Sicilian,” the tool-and-die man corrected with a quick, silencing 
look at Clovis, and a troubled glance towards the young one, who 
stood with his eyes on Clovis without seeming to sec him. 

“Aw, don’t take it to heart so,” Whit said. “That kid that gotcha, 
he didn’t have nothen agin you; he hadda chance to make a fast 
buck’s all. Somebody hired him; mebbe th same feller smuggled him 
into th country, fer all we know. If he gits killed, whatsa difl'erence? 
He didn’t live here inu first place; cops cain’t hunt a feller that never 
lived — an cnyhow Bender’s still safe.” 

The tool-and-die man’s sigh came loudly in the silence, and he 
looked old, older than Whit. “7'hat’s what hurts,” he said. “Yu 
know we could a done away with all four a them after Bender, an 
never hurt th real one — th one that hired em — saved him money. I 
guess he pays for the beatings, not the tryings.” 

“A lot a good union men don’t wanta strike, an hate Bender,” the 
young one said. 
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The other three turned as one and looked at him, their eyes 
accusing. “Boy, if you’re hinten at what I think you are, you’re 
plumb crazy,’’ Whit said, angry, mean. 

“You’re tired, kid,” the tool-and-die man said, his voice kind. 
“Somebody inu company hired these thugs; th war’s over; they don’t 
mind a little labour trouble. They ain’t in any hurry for final 
assembly, but they don’t wanta full-scale strike now; they’d like to 
git a lotta cars ready for final assembly — but sell um when OPA goes 
olT.” 

“An recollect th war’s over, they’re out to bust th unions — if they 
can,” Whit said, his voice low, but like a battlc-cry. 

Gertie folded another newspaper, dirtied with blood from Clovis; 
she straightened, thinking of Meg’s man in Harlan, the red-headed 
woman in the station, Mrs. Miller, and now this. “But a body’s got a 
right to be free. They oughtn't to have to belong tu nothen, not even 
a union.” 

There was a moment’s silence; the words had come almost without 
her knowing, an ovcrllowed weariness with the dues, the numbers, 
the badges, the meetings, the walk-outs, the strike talk, and now 
blood. 

“Aw, Gert,” Clovis said at last, ashamed of her, “you don’t know 
what you’re a-saycn. Shut up.” 

“Yes, she does,” the tool-and-die man said. “A man oughtn’t to 
have to pay dues an belong to a union to get a decent wage — but th 
way things arc he’s gotta.” 

The young one, who seemed to be recovering from his stupefaction, 
nodded. “1 know. Pop’s told me things — an when 1 was little 1 used 
to sec things like — well, like my mother crying. Pop quit telling her 
things, but he’d tell me; he saw a man die on th ’sembly right by him 
— speed-up — August — no fans.” 

Clovis for the first time looked at the young one and seemed to 
understand that he had been hurt more than any of them. “Gert, git 
some cawfec. Tony here, he’ll be wanten to go home.” He made a 
brave show of sitting up, but dizziness overtook him again, and he let 
his shoulders sag against the wall. 

“Yeah, you’d better be gitten home,” Whit said, and he too was 

kind, as he added, “You’re lucky like the rest uv us, not a ” He 

stopped suddenly, his glance fixed on the young one’s neck, “Say, 
ain’t that blood?” He added quickly when the other began a 
frightened fumbling, “It’s oif a Clovis most like. Nobody got in a 
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good lick at you. One turned an might ha swung when you come 
runnen up, but I got him frum behind — he kinda grabbed atcha when 
he went down; yu could be scratched a little.” 

Whit’s voice had grown more and more reassuring, while the 
other’s fingers reddened with blood as they hunted under his shirt 
collar. Suddenly, the fright growing in his eyes, he jerked off his 
jacket, and then his shirt, so impatiently that a button popped off. 
His hand searched frantically over his undershirt as he craned his 
head to see his shirt. “It’s gone,” he cried. “My Christopher medal, 
they got it. All through th war I wore it — on Wake Island, ina 

hospital. I’m home, and ” He turned blindly about as if to run, 

but the washing machine by the passage into the kitchen barred his 
way. He flopped down into a chair at the end of the kitchen table, 
buried his face on his outflung arms, and fell into a hopeless, home- 
sick weeping, the sobs like hands jerking him to pieces. 

Gertie started towards him, stopped. She had never heard a man 
cry — soundless tears and sniffles, at funerals, tears in church when 
men wept for their sins — but not like this. She wanted to touch 
him, to smooth his hair, but he was a man, a soldier. And if he 
cried for this, what would he do when real bad luck hit one of his 
own? 

The men, too, were silent, embarrassed, looking first at the boy, 
and then at each other, and lastly at Gertie, as if she, being a woman, 
must act like a woman and stop the man’s crying. “Don’t wake their 
kids,” Whit whispered, and then to Clovis, “His medal would ha 
been on a little chain. That un 1 hit grabbed at th kid — s’funny, all 
that feller wanted soon’s I got in that first good lick was soniethcn 
to grab holt on — an then he hadda git th kid's medal.” 

“He oughtn’t to ha come, a kid like that,” Clovis whispered. 

“Nothing else would do him,” the tool-and-die man said. “His dad 
was all set to help us — fool-like he told th kid — so th kid took it on 
hisself to come. ‘My dad’s too old for this,’ he said.” He turned 
again and looked at the weeping one, disgust on his face. 

Whit’s eyes sparkled. “Wouldn’t it ha been something now if old 
Luigi hadda come?” 

“You’re enough,” the tool-and-die man said. “If Luigi hadda 
come an done like you, th ones left couldn’t a dragged th other two 
away; police find a dead man by Bender’s back door, that strike vote 
woulda been defeated for true.” 

“He wouldn’t ha had no union card, an anyhow we could a 
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dragged- ” Like the others, Whit had turned to look at the 
living-room door, for behind it there was a low but insistent tapping. 
“Th cops?” he asked in a moment, losing something of his look of 
pleasure. 

“Cops don’t knock thataway,” the tool-and-dic man whispered, 
studying the door. 

The tapping came again. Gertie lifted the blind, and saw 
Sophronie, crouching, only her face in the light with the lips moving, 
commanding, “Lemme in.” 

She slipped swiftly in, the rain-dampened housecoat pulled tightly 
about her. She pushed the door softly shut with her back, and just as 
softly reached behind her and tested the catch, all the while her eyes 
searching over Whit, his head, his face, his body. Satisfied with him, 
her frightened glance considered Clovis, then went on to the crying 
boy in the kitchen. “You uns outta be ashamed,” she said, all her 
anger coming out in a whispered hiss, “letten a kid like that mess 
around in this.” And then her hopeless, weary whisper, “I’ve bagged 
yu an bagged yu tu quit messen around. Yu’ll git in more trouble, an 
be losen another job.” 

Whit smiled. “1 was hunten a job when T got back in at old man 
Flint’s. I figger th union’s worth a little trouble.” 

“Trouble,” she said, “yu hunt it,” and she looked at the tool-and- 
die man. 

“Aw, Sophronie,” Whit said, flushing as her angry, accusing eyes 
swept the other, “yu gotta have a little — little faith. Recollect, yu 
quit believen they’d ever be a union at Flint's.” 

“It took a war,” she said, “All that fighten an passen out literature 
an paraden with our faces covered — that didn’t do no good. An atter 

all people like us has done, them sitdown strikes an all ” She 

drew a deep breath, then spoke all in a rush, “You know what they’re 
sayen, I beared plenty ’fore 1 got laid off, th ones that done nolhen er 
hardly nothen, never had to dirty their hands, why they’re sayen 
them that pulled th rough stuff is red — commies an ” 

“Sh-sh,” Whit hissed, nodding towards the bowed head, and then 
more loudly, “You’ve jist been hcaren a little fussen in th union. 
We’ve got a union, we’ll keep it.” 

Sophronie sighed. “In th end it’ll jist be somethen else to mind, 

like ” She had for the last moment or so been watching the boy, 

still lost to the world in his weeping, his hand hunting again over his 
bare chest. “He bad hurt?” 
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Whit cleared his throat, looked at Sophronie, and then away. 
“He kinda got hurt.” 

“Mostly he’s broke up; he lost his medal — saint something,” 
Gertie said. 

“Medal? Saint?” Sophronie asked, and her eyes grew still more 
frightened. She stood an instant, terrified, staring at tlie back of his 
head as if it had been a rattlesnake, coiled and ready to spring. She 
turned suddenly to Whit, begging, “Git him out; git him away.” 

Whit looked at Gertie. Gertie looked at the boy, hesitated, then 
walked resolutely up to him and put her hand on his shoulder. 
“You’d better git home, son; an keep out a sich. Fighten around, 

taken sides — in this — it ain’t no good an ” She choked; maybe 

he didn’t want to be a rabbit, cither. 

Her touch on his shoulder and her words in no way checked his 
crying, but did loosen his tongue. He moaned, his face still buried on 
his arm, “Somebody’s gotta take sides. Allatimc I was inn Army, I 
stuck up fer th union. Lotsa mu buddies hated th unions on account 
a they’d read th papers from back home; the papers give um th 
notion that union men and women never done nothing but strike, and 
that every factory worker just worked at his job to keep outa th 
Army — an why have they gotta make us hate each other so? An now 
this,” and he dissolved again into incoherent weeping. 

The tool-and-die man came to Gertie’s help. “Look, kid,” he said, 
bending over the boy, “it wasn’t a union man tried to kill you.” And 
when the boy did not answer, but only sobbed, he added impatiently, 
“Don't take it so personal; yu gotta remember them men was getting 
paid to beat up Bender; you got in their way; they hadn’t anything 
against you — or Bender either. They was hired; it’s like hating th 
gun that ” 

The boy lifted his head, and his voice after all the whispering was 
loud. “That’s it. 1 had nothing personal against the Japs. See? 
Somebody told um to try an kill me. Somebody give me a gun and 
told me to try to kill them. Now, I’m home — peace. An it’s alla- 
same.” 

His voice had risen so that all around were the troubled,, whispered 
shushings. Sophronie nudged Whit. “Git him out.” Then, in a 
louder whisper, “You’d better tiptoe around an turn our kitchen light 
on — ^you gincrally have it on way ’fore this. Somcbody’ull be 
suspicionen. Anybody see yer car?” 

Whit shook his head. “Th kid drove his’n,” and he nodded 
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towards the tool-and-die man, now helping Tony into his jacket. 
“Th rest a us rode ahead, like we’ve been a-doen, a little piece behind 
Bender, in his’n,” and he nodded towards Clovis. 

Sophronie was silent as she snapped out the light, opened the door 
for the three men to go through, then closed it again, softly, her 
shivering sigh of relief that the boy was gone loud in the dark. “Old 
man Flint’s dead — but they’s still people around a-watchen, a- 
listenen, a-runnen with tales tu make a man lose his job — or git hit 
on th head. That Catholic kid, he’ll be runnen to his priest an th 
police an — oh. Lord! — I ligger th union, it mebbe watches an listens 
too. They’re agin rough stuff — now.’’ 

“Mebbe everthing’ull be all right,’’ Clovis said, but he sounded 
troubled, his whisper low as Sophronie’s. 


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE 

CjTERTlE stood, the sweaty slip of paper in one hand, the sweaty 
nickel in the other, and stared at the telephone. If this were the kind 
like back home where a body asked for a number and didn’t have to 
dial — she began to read the directions slowly, seeing with difficulty 
in the dim light, increasingly aware of the growing impatience of the 
people behind her; she ought to have come sooner than Clovis said, 
for already she had waited in line. She wished the thing were in a 
little boxed-olf place like one '?hc’d seen one Sunday w'hen Clovis 
had taken them into a drugstore for ice-cream cones — such a waste 
of money. Why had she let him waste money so? It was after they’d 
paid for Cassie’s marker, and she’d felt rich somehow. 

She rubbed her arm hard across her forehead, then suddenly 
stepped aside, Hushing, ashamed, hardly able to look at the woman 
next in line. “You go ahead,’’ she said. “Seems like I’m kinda mixed 
up.’’ 

“Butcha gotta git used to th things sometime,” the woman said. 
“Me, I never seen nothing but that other kind till I moved here.” She 
glanced at Gertie's slip. “Yu just gotta make a sick call?” 

Gertie nodded, cleared her throat. “My man, he’s got th — flu,” 
she said, her eyes narrowed a little, watching the other’s face. 

“Ain’t it awful?” the woman said, reaching for the receiver. She 
listened a moment, took Gertie’s nickel, dropped it in and, after 
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listening again, held the phone to Gertie’s ear. “It’s sounding 
awright, so’s yu gotta begin.” She looked at the slip, and with her 
eyes on it she dialled the two letters, the five numbers, slowly, 
repeating each to Gertie like one teaching a child its numbers. 
“Now,” she whispered, finished, “when somebody answers yu say 
this,” and she pointed to the next number, “Line 371”. 

A voice, flat, like a machine speaking, said in her ear, “Flint 
Manufacturing Plant Number Ten.” 

And Gertie repeated the line number very slowly and so loudly one 
of the project office girls looked in her direction. Another voice was 
in her ear and, flustered now by the strangeness, she said, “My man, 
Clovis Nevels, he’s sick.” 

The woman behind her was whispering, “Nah, not thataway, not 
his name.” 

The voice in her ear said, “His division, please.” 

She read the next number. Sophronie, familiar with such things, 
had written it down; she answered more questions with other 
numbers, finishing at last w'ith the one on his badge. The numbers 
must have answered all the questions; the voice never asked for the 
name or was Novels spelled with one / or two, but after the questions 
said only, “Call each morning at this time when he is ill.” 

Something clicked ; the phone was still ; and the woman behind her, 
whom she had forgotten, was saying, reaching for the receiver, “Yu 
done good fudda first time.” 

She hurried home, but, once there, tried to walk slowly and 
unconcernedly up her steps, remembering not to look around and 
betray any concern as to whether the neighbours watched or no. 
Clovis seemed asleep when she stuck her head through the bedroom 
door. His eye was black and swollen shut from the wound above it, 
and his whole face was misshapen from the bruised and swollen jaw, 
but sleeping so he looked more peaceful, more like himself than last 
night. She turned to tiptoe away, and he roused, started to turn in 
bed, struck his sore jaw on the pillow, and came wide awake, 
remembering, anger brightening his good eye. He saw her troubled 
face, and asked thickly, for he had more difliculty in talking now than 
he had had last night, “What'sa matter? Sick call okay?” 

She nodded, looking at him — all the millions and millions of other 
numbers; they were men, too, and — “It was easy,” she said, wanting 
to ease the worry in his face. “You was jist numbers — to them.” 

Her words angered him, for he spoke, lifting liis head a little in 
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spite of the pain: “If it wasn’t fer th union, I wouldn’t be nothen but 
a sick man, wonderen if I hada job.” He forgot his anger with her 
in the bigger one brought back by the pain. He twisted his head from 
side to side like one in unbearable agony, whispering through his 
clenched teeth, “I’ll find him, Gert. I’ll find him if it takes a million 
years.” 

She stood, her mind, as always, stumbling around, picking up 
words, laying them down. Not personal, the tool-and-die man had 
said, but that was all a lie; everybody was a person. Judas was a 
person; he fulfilled the prophecies made hundreds of years before he 
was born, and in so doing he sinned, and like any other man he 
suffered for his sins — and Clovis would most likely suffer for his; 
only, they were all together, he, she, and the children. 

She timidly went up to him and felt his forehead; it was hot, and 
some of her fear of the future dimmed in the face of her immediate 
concern for him. She tried again, as she had tried earlier in the 
morning, to persuade him to let Whit take him to a doctor, but now, 
as then, he was angry at the suggestion. A doctor might get suspicious, 
and call the cops, he said. It hurt him so to talk, she came away. 
Maybe Whit was pretty certain he had killed a man. 

She washed the dishes, made the beds, quickly, briskly, to drown 
her thoughts; then she whittled a new boat for Amos to keep him 
in the bathroom, since the day was cold, with a mist of rain, and 
he could not go outside to play. She warned him again of the 
dangers of catching the flu if he went into his father’s bedroom. 
The bed was against the wall, with the low foot facing the door; 
and it was she who had thought to have Clovis lie with his head by 
the foot-board so that if Amos chanced to look in he would see his 
feet more quickly than his face. Clytic and Enoch she had told — a 
little. She had made a floundering tale of union fighting and drunks, 
or started to, but it had suddenly seemed to her that they had 
known more about the business than she. Maybe last night they’d 
been awakened; maybe Enoch had learned things from Gilbert 
Meanwell. 

She was just coming out from giving Clovis another aspirin 
when someone knocked. She closed the bedroom door swiftly but 
silently before opening the other. Nancy Miller, holding a loosely- 
wrapped package, came in and closed the door before she said, 
“Buckandy knowed all about it, all along. Is they anything I can 
do?” 
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Gertie shook her head. “I’ln a-tryen to git him tu see a doctor.” 
She heard snorting, muffled sounds from behind the bedroom door, 
and opened it. 

Clovis was sitting up in bed, calling, “I wanta see Buck.” 

“He'll drop around a little later; it ud look funny him comen early 
inu mornen like this,” Nancy said, studying his face, then feeling his 
forehead. “He feels kinda feverish,” she said to Gertie, “but I 
wouldn’t worry none. If he gits too bad. I’ll take him to a doctor. I 
can drive.” 

Clovis made a mumbled sound of disapproval, and she turned back 
to him. “I’cud throw yu inu car, an go tu a doctor off a piece — he 
wouldn’t hafta know who vve was. I'd tell urn I got drunk an 
beatcha up. Yu gotta lie when yu gotta lie. But,” she turned to 
Gertie, “from what I beared his insides ain’t hurt none. I know a 
druggist that’ll sell sulpha pills ’thout a prescription. They’re handy; 
I keep um allatime fer th kids. Try a few on him, an th aspirin; an if 
he don’t git better I’ll take um.” 

“I don’t want no doctor,” Clovis was insisting. “Slid a gitten me a 
doctor, git me th man that done it.” 

“Don’t think Buckandy an a couple a guys he knows ain’t a- 
looken; one’s mu cousin goen back home with us — an he knows a 
feller that’s comen up pretty soon with a load a— yu know — liquor. 
That guy knows his way around. He’ll be a-lookcn fer a dago with a 
bunged-up left eye and a torc-up yer.” 

Mrs. Miller turned back to Gertie. “Don’t look so worried,” she 
consoled. “But, Lord, don’t I know they’s nothen worse than bein 
worried crazy over a sick youngen era sick man? But if he gits real 
bad I’ll git um to a doctor.” She remembered the package she still 
held, thrust it quickly into Gertie’s hands in a shy, ashamed sort of 
way. “It’s a cake,” she said. “1 ain’t much tiva cook — an I’m plumb 
outa practice. Lots a times while I worked, specially on overtime, T 
didn’t hardly have no time to do any real cooken. 1 hadda use bakt ry 
goods, an 1 hated um — made out a rotten eggs an wccvcldy flour, I 
alius figgered; but ever since I got laid off I been on a baken spree. 
Buckandy laughed when he seen this. ‘You’re practicen up on a 
neighbours,’ he says.” 

“Law, you’re mighty nice,” Gertie said, adding as she removed the 
paper, “an so’s th cake. Ain’t it pretty?” for it was covered with 
pink frosting. 

“It’s mebbe kinda decciven, though,” the woman said, looking 
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again at Clovis, then turning towards the door. “He don’t look so 
bad,’’ she said to Gertie in the kitchen. “I’ll bet his feelen’s hurt 
worse’n his head. If I was him I wouldn’t rest easy till I give that 
foreigner plenty fer what he done tu me — funny-talken, like he 
hadn’t been over long, Whit said. That’s th kind alius a-comen over 
here to run th country. Them Catholic foreigners owns them 
factories an runs them unions, an they’re all in cahoots together.’’ 

Gertie remembered the boy’s head on the table. “I don’t 
think ’’ 

“Yu ain’t never had tu work with th things, keep still an listen to 
urn throw off on cverbody frum th Soutli. I hadda keep shut one 
day while tlie steward told a joke about a fam’ly come tu Detroit 
an they rented um a place an they was supposed to a asked, ‘But 
where’s the eaten trough?’ A maken out like we don’t so much 
as have dishes. But you say somethen to one a them — boy, that’s 
different! A girl inu washroom, she says somethen to me one day, 
complainen tu me because at th place where she hadda eat an them 
sandwich wagons they didn’t sell nothen but fish on Friday and 
Wednesday — it was in Lent. An this other girl, she beared her an she 
upt an says, ‘Commie, huh, haten Catholics’ ; an that kid, she’d never 
beared a commies till she hit this town, no more’n me. I told that 
girl she’d better keep shut. ‘My people back home,’ I told her, ‘they 
hated Catholics frum away back — an they ain’t never beared a 
commies; but, boy, if anybody went around a-callen my people 
commies on account a they don’t like Catholics they’d git their 
heads knocked in, an nobody ud wait to round up bedsheets fer to do 
th job in — they’d do it onu spot,’ I said, ‘without waiten tu mess 
around with a lot a KKK’s.’ That’s somethen else,” she went on, 
apparently talking now to Gertie instead of to the girl, “they’re alius 
lalken about Klan-loven, nigger-haten Southerners, but I’m tellen 
th truth, they’re more nigger haters an Klan lovers up here than ever I 

did know about back home; an th Black Legion Lordy, I just 

recollected 1 left Buckandy’s biscuit in th stove,” and she w'as gone. 

Clovis stuck his head around the door. “Don’t pay no attention 
to that fool woman,” he said, “shooten her lip like she owned th 
world — big-headed cause she’s saved some money. Close tu ten 
thousand dollars they’ve saved . . .” He stopped, blinking at the 
sum. 

She tried to get him back to bed, but he declared he felt better and 
wanted more coffee, which he drank carefully from the unhurt side 
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of his face with a teaspoon. He stayed in the room, but was restless, 
listening to the sounds of the alley through the window, which she 
had opened an inch or so at his request. He wished some of the men 
would come visiting, and asked so many times and so wistfully if the 
mail had come that at last she told him, “They won’t be none no- 
how. I jist answered Mom’s last letter two, three days ago, an yer 
mom, she hardly ever writes.” 

He wondered on the ones back home, staring at the ceiling, shaking 
his head at times, as if by much talking, much thinking, much 
moving around, he could forget the man who’d tried to kill him. His 
brother Jesse and others of the soldiers were coming home, and 
Clovis wished he could see them, wished he could go fishing. At last 
he said, trying hard to sound as if it didn’t matter, “I bet coal- 
haulen’s gitten good. It alius does along about now; an with no gas- 
rationen an th mines able to git stuff to work with, I could do good — 
real good.” 

“But you wouldn’t have no truck, Clovis.” 

“Law, I was jist thinkcn. Cain’t a body think about how nice it ud 
be if’n you’d ha bought that Tipton Place an I’d a cleared out a this 
town soon as V-J Day come an put my car in on a pretty good truck? 
Then I’d a come rollen home in it — had a good truck might nigh paid 
fer by now — an you . . .” 

She couldn’t listen any more. Mumbling something about food 
left cooking, she hurried away and shut the door behind her. She 
stood by the kitchen door and watched the thin grey rain and wished 
for some excuse to take her walking through it, up and down the 
alleys, up and down, and wear all thought away. She ought to work 
on dolls. She’d have to make dolls, and sell them too. This year 
Enoch went all day to school. 

She reached for the pieces of pattern, put carefully away on a shelf, 
but her hand dropped and she turned swiftly into the living-room. 
She couldn't work on dolls, not now; they matched Mrs. Miller’s 
voice and her own words, the lie she had told Amos about his father’s 
sickness, the lies she had told the voice on the phone, the sneaking, 
the hiding, the fear. 

She felt clean, working on the block of wood. The boy ^'ceping on 
the table, the man dragged away in the dark, the wonder of how they 
would manage while Clovis was laid up, memories of the Tipton 
Place in the rain before the poplar leaves were gone, faded as she 
worked on a fold of the cloth, low down below the hand. By the time 
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school was out in the afternoon, she was calm enough to say to 
Enoch, “I’ll buy er make ye some kind a Hallowe’en outfit some- 
how.’’ Enoch had been worried. The other kids had big plans for 
Hallowe’en. 

She was getting supper and Enoch was listening to the radio when 
Clovis pounded on the kitchen wall. She hurried in to find him 
crouched below the window, listening; his eagerness to hear, his fear 
of being seen, like two lists knocking him in different directions. 
“Be still, real still,” he whispered, angry at the noise she made 
opening and closing the door. “Mebbe I’ll hear it agin.” 

She listened and heard faintly down the alley a cry she’d often 
heard, “Fresh fruita, vegetable — homa-grown tomat-o-oes.” 

“Sounds jist like him,” Clovis whispered, “jist like that bastard — 
almost,” he added, disappointed when the cry came again. “I meant 
fer you to run out an look — but it ain’t th same.” 

“You’ll drive yerself crazy,” she said. “It ain’t nobody but Joe, th 
vegetable man — mebbe one a his boys, er his nephew.” 

“They sound a heap alike,” he said, still crouching as he came back 
to the bed. There was a bead of perspiration on his upper lip; she 
guessed the aspirin had done that, and started to ask him how he 
felt, but the vegetable cry came again, and he lay there whispering 
curses she did not want to hear. 

Two mornings more she dialled numbers, repeated numbers into 
the phone. After that there was no need, for Flint Plant Number 
Ten was closed. The strike vote had passed; by law the men should 
have worked a few days longer, but Plant Four, that made small parts 
for the parts assemblies in Number Ten, went out on a wildcat, and 
since a strike would stop everything soon anyway, Flint management 
closed all plants. 

Sophronie sighed when she heard the strike vote news. What 
was the good of striking? she said; if the men got more wages, 
better hours, things would only go higher: a body couldn’t win. 
Whit was proud of the vote to strike, though he bemoaned the old 
days when a strike was a strike and a man had to fight scabs, city 
policemen, and company guards; now a man wasn’t allowed even 
to hang around the token picket lines, unless it was his turn to 
walk. This strike, though, might be long, real long, he said; and 
even if a striker couldn’t get the unemployment compensation there 
was relief— relief if a man were able-bodied enough to work at street 
cleaning or shovelling snow. He could, maybe, make enough to 
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keep the rent paid; a factory hand could usually get grub enough 
together on credit to keep from starving, but not rent, especially in 
these government projects, where there was never any fooling around 
about evictions. 


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX 

Clovis was over the worst of his wounds by the time the strike 
vote passed, but the scars and bruises lingered and kept him in the 
house, so that it was Whit who brought his last pay clicque. Though 
his wounds had cost him only one day’s work in that pay week, 
walk-outs and work stoppages liad made him lose so many lioiirs the 
cheque was for only $37.23. Gertie figured that alter the November 
rent was paid, and rent-paying day was less than two weeks away, 
there would be almost three dollars left. 

She would think of all the payments falling due and all their needs 
against the winter, and the next minute try to silence her fears by 
reminding herself how lucky they were — compared to the Mcanwells 
and others. They had a ton of coal paid for; Clovis was getting welt 
without a doctor; their credit was good at Zedke’s, with, the bill down 
almost to nothing when the strike started. She had always paid the 
milk bill on time, and credit for milk should come without trouble. 
True, the children would need more clothes before long, but what 
they had were paid for, not bought on time like the Mcanwcll clothes. 
And anyway, she had money, over and above the last pay cheque; 
she had counted it after the last telephone call — $34.86. Clytic 
would make a little money now and then from baby-sitting, and 
Enoch was always getting a nickel here and a dime there from 
running errands. 

Still, in spite of all the brave talk to herself of her riches, she 
worked frantically on dolls, thought frantically for sonie com- 
bination of colours she had not yet tried. She decided that one all 
solid red with a white face and yellow hair might sell; she’d never 
tried that combination, somehow hating the yellow and red together. 
She carried the pieces before they were dried and strung in to Clovis 
for him to see, but he only glanced at the new combination of colours 
with absent-minded eyes. 

His eyes were often like that now, unworried by the payments 
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falling due, blind, seemed like, to everything except his memories of 
the man who’d tried to kill him — a. slight, youngish-seeming man 
with a torn left ear and a bruised left eye, and with a voice and an 
accent that Clovis would know in a million if he could only hear them 
again. 

With no pain of wounds to distract him, no work to use up either 
his mind or body, Clovis let the little man grow until he was big, 
bigger than all the rest of the world. When Whit or Miller or the 
tool-and-die man dropped by, his first questions were not of the 
strike or the chances of his picking up an odd job; but, “Have ye 
seen anybody? 1 lave ye beared cnylhing?” And it seemed to Gertie 
that many men, all close friends of Whit and Miller, were looking. 

It was, however, the voices of the many fruit pedlars, who now 
tried frantiailly to sell the home-grown peaches and other produce 
that could not be kept overlong after frost, that threw Clovis into his 
most frenzied fits of anger. Many times, after crouching below his 
window to listen, he had pounded on the wall for her. Reluctantly 
she had gone and listened to his whispered commands to go look at 
the seller of fruit. “It sounds so much like him,” he’d say. 

Sometimes she would go hesitantly into the alley, and stand, 
twisting her apron, searching the face of some dark-faced pedlar 
who in his language, and looks, too, seemed kin of Joe. More often 
she argued. “These pedlars,” she would say, “mebbe, they do 
sound like th man that hurt ye — they’ve got a right to; most a them 
come frum the same little place acrost th waters, I’ve beared — but 
that don’t mean nothen. To people up here we’d sound Jist like th 
Cramers back home; but we're all dilTcrent, mighty ditferent; an Joe 
an his boys an that nephew', mebbe they do sound like that man; but 
they’re good hard-workeii people.” 

He would be silent; listen sometimes; maybe even look at her, but 
his glance on her was that of the wise for the stupid. Enoch, who 
with no bidding was always running to scan the fiice of some foreign- 
sounding pedlar, would, like his father, keep silent, but the “Oh 
yeah?” was plain in his eyes. 

Sometimes it seemed to Gertie that even Clytie watched and 
hunted. She was certain Mrs. Miller was suspicious of all Sicilian 
fruit pedlars, even Joe, with whom the Millers had never used to 
trade, for both had hated the “foreign-talken swindlers”. But now 
Mrs. Miller was always running to buy a bit of fruit from every 
passing truck. 
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Gertie, out one afternoon to buy a dime’s-worth of the cheap over- 
ripe peaches from Joe, found Mrs. Miller looking over and around 
the heaped-up, open-sided truck as if she expected to find something 
more than fruits and vegetables. However, in spite of the busy season, 
there was no one with Joe but his latest ‘nephew’, a small child, not 
much bigger than Amos, whom Gertie had first seen on the truck 
some time during the summer. Mrs. Miller considered the little one, 
and asked, “Ain’t they no Catholic school today? Is that why he 
ain’t in school?’’ Joe acted as if he had not heard, but Mrs. Miller 
insisted, “Where’s your nephew, Joe? You need a helper.’’ 

Joe jerked his shoulder towards the child, and the child, as if aware 
of being watched, turned and smiled shyly at Gertie. She tried to 
return the smile, then swiftly began to consider the cheap home- 
grown potatoes. The child’s eyes were black as Callie Lou’s, and 
something in his timid glance from under the long dark lashes made 
her think of Cassie. He could speak no English, so there was about 
him, too, a lostness that had been Cassie’s after she had done away 
with Callie Lou. 

Gertie, as usual, was the last to buy the bruised and over-ripe 
peaches, but Mrs. Miller lingered, and watched Joe drive away, her 
eyes narrowed and suspicious. “ ’S’funny thing,’’ she said, whisper- 
ing, glancing about to make certain no one but Gertie heard, “th 
way them dagoes gits rich so quick.’’ 

“Rich ?” Gertie asked. “They work awful hard fer real rich people.’’ 

“Yeah? Didn’t yu see his nephew — must a been five er six weeks 
ago — he come driven down th alley, slow, then stopped by Max’s 
place. He didn’t git out a th car, one a them big ’42 Olds — th kind 
you cain’t git without black market an a big down payment. He set 
there in that car, and looked at Max’s door, hopen she’d .see him. 
He didn’t know, I recken, she’d already cleared out, an I kept a- 
wishen that big Polock ud sec an come out an knock his head in. 
But he never did. Now, Buckandy an me, an a heap a th others, 
we’d like to know how yu can make money on a fruit truck enough 
to buy a car like that.’’ 

“I guess he puts ever cent he can scrape together on it,’’ Gertie 
said, shivering, hurrying up her steps, for a cold wind came out of the 
north, promising thick ice and a heavy frost if it stilled through the 
night. 

Next morning she stared a long time at the frost, like a thin snow 
on the coal-house roof; she thought of outgrown children’s boots. 
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ragged, too short coats, and sleazy snow-pants, already twice mended. 
She built a fire in the heating-stove, the house was so cold, remember- 
ing only after she had poured on better than half a bucket of coal 
that she should have done as Mrs. Daly did when her coal was low — 
kept the oven going full blast. But a body had to be careful and stay 
close to the kitchen door in case somebody from the office came 
snooping — it was against the rules to use gas for anything but 
cooking. But it was like Mrs. Daly said; a person could always 
forget to turn the oven off after making toast or something — and a 
ton of coal wouldn’t last for ever. 

The weak sun in the smoky sky had hardly touched the frost by 
the time the milkman came, and thinking on the winter ahead Gertie 
found it a little easier to ask for credit. Still, she was so sweaty- 
handed and flushed up as she stumbled over the words that the 
milkman, for ever hurrying, paused long enough to ask, “Yu trying 
tu ask fu credit, lady?” 

She nodded, hanging on his answer, and when he gave her none, 
she said, “Make it jist four quarts ever other day, stid uv th six I’ve 
been gitten. My man’s been sick, an now th strike — it’s come.” 

He looked disgusted as he wrote her new order in his little book. 
“If it’s Flint, it oughta come sooner,” he said, half accusingly, as if 
he read her doubts, then added words she had already heard from 
many, “It’s gonna be a long un — butcha'iill pull through. I been on 
some tough uns muself — teamsters.” 

He gave her courage to look at the shelves and into the little 
cupboard at the end of the sink Since Clovis had got hurt she’d been 
buying as little as she could; now everything was running out: no 
more than enough flour for a batch of biscuit, coffee low — she’d 
have to mix in even less new with the old grounds, the last cake of 
soap half gone, a bit of sugar, a dust of meal, and that was all. She 
ought to buy more meal ; mush for breakfast instead of oats would be 
cheaper. 

She pondered above an empty oats box; all groceries would have 
to come from Zadkiewicz on credit. How long would he give so 
much credit? Maybe it would be better to do as Sophronie did: buy 
stuff on credit from different people. Sophronie had credit with the 
bakery man. Vegetable Joe, the milkman, and a clothing store 
in Hamtramck. She had bought so little from the bakery man, 
she could only ask credit of Joe; the bill would get so big at Zedke’s 
he might cut them oft’ before the strike was over. 
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She mustn’t worry so, she told herself as she got the noon meal. 
As soon as the scars on Clovis healed a little more, he’d get some 
kind of job, tinkering, maybe, like back home. She was ashamed 
when meal-time came. The food was worse than tliey’d ever had 
back home, even late in the winter after a poor crop year; boiled 
beans scantily seasoned with a little bacon grease, sliced over-ripe 
tomatoes, and peaches, raw, because cooked ones needed sugar. 
However, the children ate it with no comment; and Clovis, who’d 
always quarrelled if she seemed the least bit stingy about food, ate 
the meatless beans without a word. 

She could have fed him sawdust just as well, she thought, taking 
his dishes away, for he stilt wouldn’t risk Amos’s questions and 
maybe his talk in the alley about his dad’s scars, but continued to eat 
in his room, feeding mostly on anger. Today, as always, he’d asked 
Enoch the minute he got home from school, “See anybody?’’ 

Enoch had shaken his head, weary of the hunting, tired of his 
father’s anger. “Aw, Pop, fergit it. Nobody can’t never find him.” 
He had then repeated Whit; “He didn’t have nothen agin yu 
nohow.” 

There was little but beans and bread and scanty milk until the next 
night at supper, when she served fried potatoes, using the last of the 
potatoes, the last of the lard. Lard would have to come from 
Zedke’s on credit, but more potatoes she would get from Joe — or at 
least she would try to get credit from Joe. He came through twice a 
week, and tomorrow was his day. 

All afternoon, next day, she listened for his calling while she sat 
by the kitchen table and drew around patterns laid on the grain-bin 
maple for another batch of dolls. Amos was playing outside, so that 
Clovis enjoyed the freedom of the whole place and lingered in the 
kitchen waiting for her to finish, for he had caught up with her in the 
sawing. It was almost school letting-out time before she heard Joe, 
still two alleys away. I ler hands grew sweaty over the pencil, and 
her mind went leaping back and forth for easy credit-asking words, 
but Clovis never noticed for listening to the sound of Joe’s voice. As 
always, he ran to the window, peeping, cursing, repeating, “Sounds a 
heap like him.” 

Gertie forced herself to work on until the truck had stopped, then 
waited by her gate until the other women had finished; she wanted to 
be alone with Joe when she asked for credit. She saw that he had put 
up his truck sides; winter it was when Joe boxed in his truck and 
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started his little charcoal stove to keep the produce from freezing. It 
was curious, she thought idly, that he did all that today when the 
weather, though cloudy, had warmed up since the hard-freezing 
frosts had browned even her bit of grass. 

She pretended to be busy pulling up the dead flowers while Joe 
waited on the other women, but she saw with swift glances from the 
corners of her eyes that he had help, for she saw a hand reach out 
with sacks of things. She wondered a moment if it could be the 
nephew, whom she had not seen in some days, then forgot him in 
thinking on how it would be to ask Joe for credit. Mrs. Bommarila, 
the last customer, was paying now, and Gertie, in her embarrassment 
and eagerness to be done with the business, hurried through her gate, 
and spoke too quickly and so loudly that Mrs. Bommarita looked 
round. The woman stopped and listened as Gertie, the empty 

Josiah basket twisting on her arm, began, “Joe ” She was even 

more embarrassed when she remembered that Joe was maybe not his 
name. Max had called all pedlars Joe. “Yu gotta call um some- 
thing; they’re people,” Max had said. 

Whatever his name, he was studying her confusion now, his dark 

eyes smooth as ever. “I got ” she began again. “We’re gitten 

kinda hard run.” She’d better not say Clo\’is was sick; credit would 
come harder to a sick man than to one just on strike. “My man’s out 
on strike. Could I git credit?” 

He considered her a moment longer. “Hokay,” he said, the words 
almost a sigi), his face angry, the long wrinkles in his checks twisted 
as when he liad bawled out the nephew. 

She moved nearer, fumblin' over the potatoes; a smear of their 
black dirt stuck to her sweaty palm. Did it always come so hard, this 
credit-asking? It was Clylie, she remembered, who had asked credit 
of Zedke. “1 lome-grown,” Joe was saying over the apples. “Cheap. 

Sweet potatoes, nice ” He remembered, and never named the 

price; a striker’s wife on credit could not buy the always expensive 
sweet potatoes. 

She bought a peck of the cheapest Irish potatoes, and he called 
in his own language into the back of the truck, apparently for his 
helper to weigh the potatoes, for he waited motionless for her next 
order. Gertie’s flustered glance wandered over the produce dis- 
played near the let-down tailboard, and then for the first time it 
chanced deeper into the truck. She saw then among the fruits and 
vegetables the moving brightness of a boy's jacket, shiny green with 
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red sleeves, all of smooth rayon, such as that of children’s snow- 
suits. The nephew, she thought, for he loved bright clothes. 

“Cabbage,” she said, taking her glance and her thoughts away, 
“that is, if it’s kinda cheap, an good solid heads. A big head I’d 
ruther have, an then some onions — ^jist them little cooken kind.” 
She looked at the abundance spread in front of her, as Joe called to 
his helper in the back of the truck. The purple home-grown grapes 
were so cheap — but she couldn’t ask for a penny more credit than 
what she just had to have. 

She felt water come into her mouth, staring as she was at the 
grapes. Seemed like in the summer a body got so hungry for all the 
raw stuff they could eat; it was fall now and none of them had ever 
had all summer his fill of good fresh fruit and garden truck. A large 
cabbage was thrust between her and the grapes. She took it, looked 
at it, hefting, considering. “How much?” she asked, and lifted her 
head. 

The nephew took the cabbage as he smiled at her, then turned 
towards the scales. She knew she must, but she could not take her 
eyes away. It was so dark in the truck, she was imagining there was 
a bruise about the nephew’s eye; and anyway it was on the right 
side. She brushed the back of her hand across her eyes ; his head was 
sidewise to her now, bent above the scales, but still the bruise was 
there, and more plainly the bruised and once-torn ear, covered with 
some whitish salve, but the wound still showed — like the first time 
she’d tried to mark a pig’s ear; its pitiful squealing had unhanded 
her. 

“Lady, yu wanta white onions?” 

She turned quickly to Joe; the boy studying the scales had never 
noticed her glance. “White,” she said, remembering Clovis’s, “They 
all sound alike.” The boy would know when she spoke that she 
talked like the man he had hurt and who had hurt him. He and his 
people were looking for Clovis as Clovis looked for him; but Whit 
and Clovis both declared they hadn’t so much as grunted; the tool- 
and-die man had warned them against it. 

“How many, ladce?” 

She kept her eyes steadfastly on the vegetables, and tried to 
remember how many of what. “A gallon,” she said at last. The 
cabbage was below her face again, and the boy, proud of his English 
and his mastery of the scales said, “Twanty-one cents,” then added, 
smiling, “Nice— cheap.” 
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She looked at him again, not meaning to. He smiled, a warm 
smile, like when he had given her the flowers. She turned confusedly 
away, and grabbed the Josiah basket, into which Joe had dumped the 
potatoes to save a bag, then realised the boy had been holding out the 
cabbage all this time. She reached for it and would not look at him 
as he reminded her, saying, “Cabbage.” 

She darted towards her door, but stopped when Joe said, “Wait, 
ladee.” She turned part-way back and waited while he took a little 
worn notebook from a pocket and, after looking at her load, wrote 
numbers while she stood trying hard not to look at Sophronie’s door 
or Miller’s door, or even her own, and whispering somewhere below 
sound, “Please, Lord, get the boy out of the alley, quick.” 

The book closed, and she turned, remembering she must go slowly 
and not act afraid. But Joe again said, “Wait.” She could not, and, 
still moving, looked at him over her shoulder. He was smiling like 
old John when he told her she could have the land. “Ladee,” he said 
slowly, no longer the seller of vegetables, but a friend, “allatime 
people gotta strike. Yu gotta strike, yu gotta strike. Th union.” 
And in his mouth the word was like a eurse, but for her he smiled. 
“Yu not starve. Credit good. Times good.” He turned and said 
something to the nephew. 

Gertie, though understanding that Joe was not yet finished with 
her, continued to move towards her door, watching him over her 
shoulder. The boy handed out a bushel basket half full of over- 
ripe peaches. “Take du peaches. Tomorrow— no good. Spoil,” Joe 
said, taking the basket from the boy, shoving it towards her. He saw 
that her arms were burdened the filled basket on one, the large 
cabbage on the other. He gave a quick command; the boy came, 
and stood hesitant on the tailboard. He glanced swiftly around him 
like one half afraid, and Gertie saw he looked palish, as if he had 
been sick or some time indoors. Joe gave a swifter, sharper command, 
and the boy sprang down, took the basket, smiting up at Gertie as if 
to say that whatever dangers lurked about for him there could be 
none with her. 

“Automobile— accident,” Joe said, seeing her eyes flick the boy’s 
face. 

She was unable to thank Joe, unable to think of anything except 
that in another moment the boy would be on her stoop with Clovis 
just behind the kitchen door. “No, no,” she burst out, springing 
away, “I don’t — he mustn’t ” 
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Joe patted her arm. “Now — ladee — no charitee — gift. Yu kids 
lika du peaches.” 

She dashed up the walk, the boy behind her. She glanced quickly 
at her kitchen door, the inner door ajar just as she had left it, but the 
blind was pulled; it hadn’t been when she came out. Amos came 
scooting through a hole in the fence, leaped up to see what the boy 
carried in the basket, then at once began crying, “Peaches; Mom’s 
gotta lot a peaches.” 

Gertie set her own basket quickly on the stoop, grabbed the basket 
of peaches just as the boy started to open the kitchen door, “Thanks,” 
she gasped, “you’d better hurry back to ” 

“Bring backa da basket,” Joe was (xilling. 

She heard her own hard breathing as slic opened the storm door, 
and went through the partly-opened inner door. “Wait,” she said 
over her shoulder, struggling with the word, it came through with 
such a choking, “I'll git somethen tu put cm in.” 

The basket scraped against the narrowly-opened inner door, but 
the door would open no wider, for Clovis was behind it, his long thin 
body crouched as he looked through the crack the door made in its 
opening. In one swift glance she saw the side of his face, teeth 
clenched, still, like the terrible stillness in his crouching body. She 
looked wildly about for a box, a pot, a sack, anything to hold the 
peaehes. She could see nothing. The boy, she thought, was coming 
into the kitchen, for he held the storm door part-way open. She 
dumped the peaches on to the floor. They made a little banging 
thumping, but Clovis did not move, not even his eyes. She shoved 
the basket through the door. The boy took it, but still he lingered, 
looking towards Max’s door now, smiling. “Peaches — nice,” he said, 
moving only when she came through the door. She could neither 
nod nor answer, and he looked troubled and disappointed, then said 
again, even more slowly, more clearly, “Peaches nice — cheap. For 
free.” 

She nodded, and he smiled, pleased that she had understood. 
“You’d better git on,” she said, low-voiced, almost whispering. 
“Joe — won’t like it.” 

He smiled as if he understood, but was slow in turning about and 
looking at Joe, who had finished putting up the tailboard and was 
bending now to look for children’s legs on the other side of the truck. 
The boy nodded towards Victor’s stoop. “Max — sick?” 

“Gone,” she said. Clovis was gone too, now. She had felt him 
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move behind her, for he had made no sound; and, with the door half 
shut as it was, the boy, even had he been looking into the kitchen, 
could not have seen Clovis go. 

She stood, unmindful that Amos and a whole swarm of little 
children had gone into the kitchen and were messing round in the 
peaches spilled over the floor. She continued to stand after the truck 
had disappeared around the end of the alley, nor did she lift her eyes 
when an aeroplane screamed overhead; nor shiver when a moment 
later a through train roared by; but the sound roused her enough that 
she went within doors. 

She was like a person moving in her sleep as she got the children 
out of the kitchen, put the peaches into the other split basket, and 
cleaned the floor. In time slie even remembered what it was she had 
been doing when the truck came. She finished marking out the 
board of dolls’ legs, then sat a moment, lips mumbling, head lifted at 
times as she tried to hear the words she would say to Clovis to take all 
his suspicion away. 

She took the board in to him after Enoch came from school; and 
she wasn’t certain but she thought it was the first time he had forgot 
to ask Enoch if he liad seen a marked-up man. He was lying on the 
bed, his folded arms under his head, his eyes on the ceiling. Looking 
at him, she thought his face was wiped clean of the blind anger; now 
it was as when lie had worked on the washing-machine motor, a 
strange business, but a satisfying one, his face said, for he would 
puzzle liis way through it, put it all together, make it work. 

“Clovis,” slie said, laying the board on a chair, “that boy ” 

She stopped in the face of t' e clTort to hear her own voice; she 
mustn’t sound troubled and excited, but easy and ofT-like — smooth — 
that was the word. “That boy, Clovis, he’s been in a car wreck.” 

“Huh,” he said, coming a little out of his machine up there in the 
ceiling. 

“That bo— kid, he’s been in a car wreck.” 

He looked at her without moving his head, seemed to ponder, and 
said at last, “Huh — what kid?” 

“Th one come tu th door.” 

“Yeah,” he said, then quickly, “Sure, sure,” and flopped away 
from her, his face towards the wall. 

She stood a moment longer, staring at his back, her lips moving, 
trying out words. She turned away at last. His voice had been so 
easy, so soft, the way she’d wanted hers to be, but not meaningless. 
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no, not quite; a Detroit “Yeah,” she had learned, almost never 
meant yes. 

The machine in the ceiling did not hold Clovis long. He’d found 
a way to solve it, she thought, for by the time Clytie was home from 
high school he was restless, pacing the floor, the dolls’ legs left uncut. 
That night for the first time he came out and ate supper with them 
all. “Nothen much ails me no more but th scars,” he said, and added 
a little worriedly, “I’m marked like a sheep.” 

Clytie giggled. “I bet I could fix yu up with a good make-up base 
an that liquid stocking stuff like Roland O’Rourke. He played a 
gangster, but allatime you could see he was a right guy. Anyhow, his 
sweetheart fixed up his face so’s he could go out — that is, in a car atter 
dark.” 

“That's better’ll nothen,” Clovis said, his voice gay almost as it 
had used to be when he got paid for a ton of coal he’d given up for a 
bad debt. 

There was a quick silence when Amos, who had been studying his 
father, said, “How’dju git hurt, Pop?” He left his food and came and 
stood by Clovis the better to see the red mark above the eyebrow and 
discoloured jaw. 

Gertie tried vainly to think of something to distract the child’s 
attention, and then sat silent while both Enoch and Clytie, with a 
little help from Clovis, explained to Amos how the flu sometimes 
scarred up people. Enoch turned to her for confirmation. “Mom, 
yu recollect wotta time Granma Nevels had when last winter — winter 
before now — her jaw swole up, and her eye turned black with th 
flu?” 

Her nod was slight, but still a nod, and it seemed to her that Clovis, 
watching, smiled. He was still gay when, after making certain the 
early autumn dark had fallen, he went over to the Mcanwells’ unit. 
Whit had been so good to visit him, he thought he’d visit Whit for a 
change, he said. 

Clovis came home early, and soon after, she thought, but couldn’t 
be certain, she heard the Meanwell car leave the parking lot. She 
forgot to wonder when, after the children had finally gone to bed, 
she began to work on the man in the wood. Then late,- very late, 
there came a tapping on the door, and Clovis, as if he’d been expect- 
ing it, hurried to let the knocker in. It was the tool-and-die man, 
whom she had not seen since a few nights after Clovis was hurt. He 
smiled at her, and studied the fold of cloth on which she was working. 
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“You’ll have more time now for th man,’’ he said, and held out the 
sanding contraption he had apparently just assembled. 

She mumbled some unenthusiastic words of gratitude. He kept 
looking at the man in the wood, and seemed ready to talk of him or 
ask her questions, but Clovis was impatient, calling from the bed- 
room door, “Come on, an let’s sec if them sanders is any good.” 

He turned away and closed the door, as if he already knew it must 
be closed. 

Feeling ever more guilty at the time wasted on the man in the 
wood, she quit at last and worked again on the dolls. She sat by the 
kitchen table in the place where Clovis ate, with her chair pulled out 
into the passway, so that the bedroom door was less than a hand’s 
reach away. She kept the sandpaper scraping over the old paint on 
the wood; she knew she didn’t want to try to eavesdrop; there was 
nothing to hear but the test run of the new sanding machine. Clovis 
sanded pieces of the dolls in his bedroom with the door closed; 
working so, there was less danger of letting the neighbours know 
what he was about or of awakening the children. Tonight was no 
different from other nights; Clovis was always eager to try out a new 
machine. 

Once the machine stopped, and she was still, the sandpaper still as 
she sat, breath held, head tipped towards the door, for the tool-and- 
die man was saying, a weary arguing in his voice, “Butcha gotta be 
certain. I’d forget it ; th kid was a hired hand doen a job. If we could 
learn something. . . . Butcha could kill one and he wouldn’t talk — 
he couldn’t talk to us, not Englisli. If we did do something an it ever 
got out into the papers, the cop- , everybody, would say th union was 

behind it. Yu gotta keep th union clean. Yu gotta ” The 

sanding machine had started up again. 

She was so tired, she leaned her head against the door, and through 
the buzzing on the other side there was, she thought, the arguing still. 
She got soundlessly to her feet, and went again to the block of wood, 
and was working by it, kneeling, when she heard a resigned sigh; she 
looked round, and the tool-and-die man was in the passway, 
leaving for work. 

Next day, as she came up the alley from hunting Amos, she 
passed Mrs. Daly out airing the new baby in the old carriage. The 
little woman looked at her and said, “Yu mustn’t take ut so 
hard.” 

“What?” Gertie asked, realising at once that she had turned too 
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quickly, and spoken too worriedly, for Mrs. Bommarita, hanging 
clothes, was listening. 

“Du strike ana sickness,” Mrs. Daly said. “Yu look like youse 
was comen down yuself from worry.” 

Gertie tried to smile, but knew she was only pulling her lips back 
and showing all her teeth. Still, Mrs. Daly sighed and shook her 
head, then declared that Clovis had been in bed an awfully long time 
for just the flu, while behind her Mrs. Bommarita watched and 
nodded. “It’s settled in his face — his teeth — his whole face swole 
up,” Gertie said, and wondered if they noticed her voice or that her 
heart pounded so it quivered her dress. 

“Don’t I know?” Mrs. Daly was saying. “Last fall I gotta tooth- 
ache an it quit, but wudju believe it? Mu nose got as big as three 
noses, an mu eyes — yu oughta seen mu eye — black. I hadda let Mr. 
Daly take me tudu doctor.” 

“I’m gocn to make Clovis go — if it don’t clear up pretty soon,” 
Gertie said, breathing easier, moving on towards her gate, then 
remembering to stop again and say, “It ain’t like he could work. 
With that strike on an jobs .scarce right now, I Agger he might as well 
stay in an take care a hissef.” 


CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN 

CZ^LOVIS whistled now at times, and she wondered at and often 
feared his gaiety, not gaiety cither, just peace, for the machine in the 
ceiling was put together. He still spoke sometimes of how he would 
like to And the man who had marked him up, but he could never get 
back the old ring of helpless anger, and talked mostly, she thought, 
for the benefit of Enoch and Clytie. Yet, she could not be certain; 
there were days when he was restless and angry, frowning for long 
moments into Clytie’s mirror as he studied his scars. 

The marks still held him within doors by day, so that it was she 
who paid the rent for November. She came away from the project 
office, Angering the three one-dollar bills, the seventy-three cents, left 
from the last pay cheque. She counted in her head their total savings: 
less than thirty dollars now. She did not know exactly; Clovis had 
taken three one-dollar bills for gas; he planned to go job-hunting 
soon and would need the car. She’d had to buy socks for Enoch; 
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Zadkiewicz didn’t carry socks, and anyway they already owed him 
close to a hundred dollars. She was still, twisting her head over the 
sum ; it was like a tight collar choking her — more than she had got 
back home for both Dock and Betsy. She walked again : November 
was so short, the rent for December wasn’t much more than four 
weeks away; the rent she had to have seemed bigger than the debt for 
groceries — and some said the strike might last till Christmas. 

She went home and found the kitchen floor covered with her 
baskets, old cardboard-boxes, her pots and the coal bucket, all 
heaped with apples, over-ripe peaches, tomatoes picked against the 
frost when green but ripening now, peppers, celery, even onions and 
potatoes. She was gaping at the welcome mess in wonder when 
Clovis stuck his head around the bedroom door to explain that 
Bunken, who had just gone, had brought the stuff because he had no 
place to store it and it wouldn’t keep any longer. 

“That Bunken,” Clovis said, shaking his head half enviously, “he 
bought him a piece uv a old farm, four, five acres, somewhere outside 
a Detroit, soon as liim an his wife could scrape enough together — 
she’s worked some a th time. He alius aimed to slay, he said. That 
was inorc’n three years ago. He's put him up a garage — all paid fer, 
an fixed so’s they can kinda batch in it in th summer — an now while 
th strike’s on he’s a-starten on a house.” 

“1 alius thought you said he was kind of foolish,” Gertie said, still 
glad of the vegetables, but remembering that this was the day for 
Joe. Now she couldn’t go out to him and see— What had she 
wanted to sec? Of course she would sec the same thing she had seen 
last time, the nephew, smiling, weighing vegetables. Trouble and 
worry had sickened her mind so that she was always imagining silly 
things, she told herself, as she sat by the kitchen door and marked for 
painting some pieces of dolls that Clovis had sanded. Still, when she 
heard Joe’s calling she sprang up and stood watching until the truck 
had stopped and she had seen the long but young-looking hand give a 
grapefruit to Mrs. Miller. She was worried, wondering if Mrs. Miller, 
who had been gone the other day, noticed the boy’s face now; but 
today Mrs. Mdlcr was so busy gossiping and laughing that she 
seemed to notice nothing. 

Next afternoon she was painting a dozen left legs a bright and 
shiny red when Sophronie came tapping. She stood in the kitchen, 
throwing quick, worried glances about her, like some little hopping 
tree bird that never feels safe on the ground. “They're pretty,” she 
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said of the doll parts, with a loudness unusual for her. She gave an 
uneasy glance towards the bedroom where Clovis stayed, then asked, 
still more loudly, “Have you got any sage? I’m a-tryen tu fix a 
stuffed beef heart — they’re cheap and real good if you stuff um 
right.’’ 

Gertie got down the sage, old now, but still better than the stuff 
from stores. Sophronie gave a swift, uneasy glance about her, then 
came very close to Gertie and whispered up to her as she took the 
sage, “Come out on th stoop.’’ Then loudly again, for any listening 
ears, “Have you seen Miz Bommarita’s new winter coat? She’s got it 
out a-airen on her line.” 

Gertie followed and closed both kitchen doors, though the radio 
was going, loud, for Clovis was rumiing the sanding contraption. She 
realised, as she went on to the stoop and pretended to look at the coat, 
that Sophronie had come just now because of the covering sounds. 
She listened, staring at the coat, while Sophronie stood a little 
behind her and whispered rapidly, “That Miz Miller she’s invited 
me tu go to a midnight show, downtown, double feature that’ll make 
us gone most a th night. I gotta go — Whit’s maken me. She’s gonna 
ast you. Don’tcha. They’re up to somethen; too much’s goen on. 

You stay an That shore is pretty. 1 wisht 1 had one like it.” 

Mrs. Bommarita had come out on to her stoop, and Sophronie, after 
some loud remarks about the goodness of home-grown sage and the 
beauties of the coat, hurried home. 

Mrs. Miller came that afternoon. “I’m gonna celebrate,” she said. 
“We’re leaven pretty soon. I don’t think we’ll stay to git all my 
unemployment money. I’m gitten jumpier and jumpier when 
Buckandy’s gone to th steel mill — another cable broke last night, an 
one pitman got it pretty bad.” She went on to tell in her loud rushing 
voice of how she wanted to lake Gertie and Sophronie to a real fine 
show; her husband would chauffeur them there and back and in 
between times act as baby-sitter, tomorrow night, his night off. 

Gertie shook her head, and tried to smile. “Law, I ain’t got no 
time tu go to a show. I wouldn’t know how to act in one a them big 
downtown places.” 

Mrs. Miller only nodded, “I don’t neither, butcha gotta learn 
some time. 1 told Buckandy 1 jist hadda go. Yu know, back home 
people’ ull ast me, ‘How was Detroit?’ and I’ll hate to say,‘l never did 
go down to lookut it.’ Honest to God, I ain’t never been downtown. 
I’ve alius kinda wanted to, an if 1 don’t while I’ve got th chance I’ll 
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alius wish I had. Like now, I already wish I’d learned wot I made in 
u shop. Fer almost three years I hadda same job, welden five little 
jiggers on a little piece a steel; somebody said they thought they went 
somewheres inu battleship, but I know they ain’t battleships enough 
inu whole world tu use all them little pieces I welded.” She remem- 
bered the object of her errand, pulled her chair closer, insisting, 
“Come on now, yu gotta, yu jist gotta go.” 

Clovis heard, and came begging Gertie to go, grew more and more 
insistent, and was for an instant surly when she would not promise. 
Then he was like a man remembering to put on his Sunday behaviour 
as he pointed out that she needed to get out and have a little pastime 
once in awhile. 

He fussed at times even after Mrs. Miller had gone, and worse, he 
told Clytie when she came home of the chance her mother was 
throwing away to go downtown to a real movie palace. Clytie 
whined most of the evening because Gertie wouldn’t go; she had 
long wanted to see the real downtown Detroit, but like many of the 
alley children she had never been there. 

Next day Clovis began his persuadings again, though it seemed to 
Gertie he was careful not to act too interested; and he was meek as 
could be when she turned on him. “Man, what ails you? Here I am 
tired to death with all kinds a work to do, dolls, an some patchen jist 
has to be done, an you tell me to rest myself by goen to a movie. 
You know I wouldn’t like th movies no better than th radio. I’d 
swap em all fer a walk in nice clean woods, an cnyhow I’ve got a 
headache.” 

He looked worried at that, for t here was between them no memory 
of her ever having mentioned pain. “You ain’t comen down?” he 
asked. 

She sighed windcdly, “No. Mostly, I recken, it’s stayen inside too 
close with the gas smell an th paint smell trum these dolls, an I’ve 
been stayen up too late. Tonight I’m aimen tu go to bed early an git a 
good night’s sleep.” 

He said no more, but she could see he was dissatisfied and restless. 
He tinkered with and cleaned up all the contraptions in the house, 
and oiled all the door hinges. Finished with that, he tramped around 
the house and quarrelled about being penned up with a black eye. 
Then he was still for a long while in Clyde’s room, and she thought 
he was fixing the inside window so it would work better, but when he 
came out to her, smiling a little, she jumped in startlement. He had a 
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hat jammed low on his forehead to hide the mark above his eye, and, 
different from his usual neat ways, he hadn’t shaved for days, so that 
his whiskers covered the bruise on his jaw. Going closer, she saw he 
had powdered his forehead; the mark showed less, but his whole face 
had an odd look. 

It pleased him that he looked strange to her. “Pretty soon,” he 
said, “I can job-hunt an take my turn in u picket line. Th union’ll be 
thinken I don’t care nothen about tlie strike.” 

“You ought to tell th union what you’ve already done fer it,” she 
said with some bitterness. “If they hadn’t been no union, you 
wouldn’t ha been hurt.'” 

“Tellen th union ud be might nigh as bad as tcllen th cops. They’re 
alius screamen their lieads off fer law an order — them higher ups. 

An anyhow, Whit wasn’t certain, but ” He was suddenly 

interested in a passing moving van. 

She never asked him to finish what he had started to say; the boy 
w ho had been a soldier wouldn’t cry over a few black eyes. She tried 
to put her mind steadfastly on the dolls, arms she was painting now. 
But the work gave her mind nothing to hold to. It kept swinging 
aw'ay to Cassie. She'd wanted to set some bulbs this fall for flowers 

come spring, but : she'd think of the next rent-paying day, and 

from that her mind would Jump back to the last letter she’d had from 
her mother. Mostly, she had written complaints of Reuben : he’d run 
off to a play party given for some wild soldier boys, who’d been 
spared to come home when her Henley was dead, and there’d been 
banjo music and drinking, with some wild dancing, she'd heard. Her 
mother thought Reuben had had a dram or so, maybe even danced, 
and she'd w ritten half a page about the sins of the fathers, explaining 
it could also mean mothers, being visited upon the children. 

Her mind swung back to the other boy away from his mother, 
Joe’s helper. Why did Clovis and Whit want their women gone 
tonight? She sprang up, getting a smear of red paint on her apron; 
she had to talk to someone. Who? She thought of the man who had 
talked over Cassie; he’d looked honest and stern as well as kind. She 
realised she was out on her stoop with a half-painted doll’s right arm 
gripped in her hand, searching down the alley as if she' expected 
someone. Who? Maybe the gospel woman would come again. She 
could tell her and she would understand. What would she tell the 
gospel woman? She didn’t know anything. There wasn’t anything 
except her own wicked imagination. 
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Her uneasiness blazed up again like a smouldering fire when 
Clovis, after eating almost no supper, grew more fidgety than ever, 
and though he tried to hide it he was like a man waiting for a train. 
Clytie whined again because Gertie hadn’t taken the trip downtown 
to the movie that was all for free, but Clovis told her to shut up. 
“Y er mom ain’t feelen so good. She’s goen tu go tu bed right atter 
supper?” he said, looking at Gertie. 

Gertie nodded, but continued to paint dolls, the hair now, bright 
yellow above red-spotted cheeks, even after Clytie had gone to bed. 
She was just thinking of putting the smelly work away, when she 
heard the slamming of the Meanwell kitchen door, followed by Mrs. 
Miller’s loud laughter. “There they go, an you could ha been with 
em, Gert,” Clovis said, half accusingly, then added, as he went for the 
bottle of turpentine in which he kept the brushes, “1 thought you was 
goen to bed early.” 

She only nodded, but when he had put the brushes away he said, 
turning towards the closet at the end of the hall, “I ain’t sleepy. I 
think I’ll go keep Whit company.” 

Gertie felt the cold sweat on her hands as she pressed them hard 
against her weary eyes, but her voice seemed level enough, uncaring, 
as she said, “Miller’ull most likely be with him; he ain’t stayen fer th 
movie.” 

“Miller's got to stay home with his little youngens,” Clovis said. 
He took his hat and jacket from the hall closet, and vrith no more 
words for her went away. 

She took a shower, hot, that put clouds of steam in the little bath- 
room and made water drip froi ’. the windows. The sound of the 
shower as always drowned all other sounds, but seemed like she 
heard the opening of the kitehen door. Frightened as she had never 
used to be back home, where doors were never locked, she turned off 
the shower, stuck her head past the curtain, and listened, but the 
place was still. 

She stayed a long time in ihc shower; the noise and the water 
beating on her body somehow made all the world about her, even 
Clovis, seem farther away. She thought of hills and of home where 
the yellow poplar leaves would be drifted knee-deep on the ridge 
sides; the children, Cassie among them, would come running home 
from school, lor with the war over there was school. But Reuben 
wasn’t going. He didn't care for school, her mother had written 
several weeks ago. He’d liked it well enough in the beginning, for 
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she’d been able to do without his work for a few weeks in the 
summer; then she’d sent him after corn-cutting time for a while, but 
now after corn-gathering time he didn’t want to go. It was the same 
letter in which she had hoped Gertie’s father would get some sense 
and move into town and quit trying to farm. What then for Reuben, 
Gertie wondered — the coal mines — a factory hand? He wouldn’t 
like it underground, and he had her hatred of machinery. 

There weren’t any answers, and her mind jumped back to Clovis. 
She looked out of the kitchen door when, as was her custom now 
before going to bed, she made certain it was locked; she saw the 
square of light from Whit's kitchen door, and felt better. She felt still 
better when, while testing the other door, she looked down towards 
the parking lot and saw Clovis’s car and Whit’s car side by side with 
another she thought was the tool-and-die man’s. 

She went into the bedroom between her kitchen and Sophronie’s 
where Clovis slept now, and lay as he did since he had been hurt, with 
her feet instead of her head close to the Mcanwell wall. However, 
she at once came wide awake; the place was stulTy, steamy from the 
family’s nightly showers, and smelling too of gas and paint from the 
dolls mixed in with boiled beans and cabbage. 

The wall in front of her made a faint glimmering in the dim light 
from the alley. It was so still behind the wall — too still. Whit’s beer 
bottle should be clicking on the table; therc’d be talk, and maybe the 
slap of cards as the men played setback. They wouldn’t sit in dead 
silence. 

She got up and stood in the narrow space between the foot of the 
bed and the window. She heard now, only after much listening, the 
creak of a chair as if one man sat there. 

She fled from the still wall into the living-room. A steel pour was 
coming up; the red light flickered on the drawn blind; the light grew 
brighter; the block of wood made a faint shadow on the floor, 
trembling like her own shadow when she had sat by Reuben’s bed 
She mustn’t work on the block of wood; though for days she'd been 
wanting to finish the lifted hand that lingered longingly above the 
money in the other hand; for it was money — taken — but soon to be 
given away. The man, then, was Judas; but she didn’t want Judas. 
Christ had had no money, just his life. Life and money: could a body 
separate the two? 

What had Judas done for his money? Whispered a little, kept still, 
as she did now. No, it wasn’t Judas. She’d bring the face out now. 
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prove to herself it wasn’t Judas. She jerked on the light. She had to 
work on the block of wood. 

Barefooted and in her nightgown, she stepped into the hall, and 
without looking reached on the top shelf. It was higher than the 
children could reach, and just above the place where she hung her 
coat. She had put the knife there on the first day of her coming, for 
it was a handy place and safe from even Clovis. He never carried a 
knife, but sometimes he borrowed her own, and he had a heavy hand 
with a knife; could dull the blade in no time. Once, back home, he’d 
jerked it up and used it for a screwdriver, needing a little one. 

She rose on tiptoe, reaching still farther. The knife had been 
pushed to the baek of the wall was why she couldn’t feel it. She had 
no memory of laying it there, any more than she remembered putting 
her clothes over tlie foot of the bed or the left-over beans in the ice- 
box. It was just that she always did such things. 

She snapped on the hall light, got a chair, and stood on it and 
looked. She searched at first slowly and methodically, then frantically 
through all the shelves in the hall, in the rooms where the children 
were sleeping, the kitchen, the pockets of her clothing. The knife 
was gone. She hadn’t lost it. She would have noticed, walking 
around, the weight gone from her pocket. Clovis had borrowed it 
again. Why? He wanted to use it again as a screwdriver while he 
and the tool-and-die man worked on some contraption. The tool- 
and-die man kept a kit of tools in his car; but that was only some talk 
of the children. 

The need of being certain that Clovis had the knife, that he was 
sitting with Whit on the other side of the wall, became an over- 
mastering torture. She slipped into her coat and shoes, hurried 
down the steps, and up to Whit’s door. 

He must have heard her coming, for he was opening the door 
before she’d finished knocking. He stood in the doorway, one hand 
on the knob, and when she pushed to come in to speak to Clovis, it 
would open no wider than Whit’s shoulders as he stood barring her 
way, smiling, but not pleased. “Whal’sa matter?” he asked, whisper- 
ing. 

“My knife — it’s gone.” 

“Now who would want a knife at one o’clock in u mornen?” and 
he laughed his soundless, shivering laughter. 

“I want tu whittle,” she said. “Clovis has got it. It wouldn’t be 
lost. I’ve never lost it or mislaid it in all these years. 
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“Yeah,” he said, not moving. 

“But ask Clovis has he got it,” she begged, trying to see past him. 
He seemed alone. She brushed her hand across her eyes; she wanted 
to think of her father — of anything. Whit was alone in the place 
except for' the sleeping children. But Clovis had to be there. “Ask 
him,” she repeated, pushing on the door, but whispering still. Why 
did she whisper? It was no uncommon thing in the alley to hear 
people talking at any time of the night, for many worked strange 
hours. 

“Law, woman,” Whit said, not moving, not smiling, “1 ain't got 
th heart tu wake him. Some baby-sitter he is — passed out, him an 
that tool-an-die man. One’s in my bed, one on th sofa. You’d better 
git home an git some sleep. That fool Sophronie forgot her key. I’ve 
got tu be up tu let her in. No need a waken him now.” His voice had 
grown softer and softer; and now she didn't hear it at all because the 
door was shut, soundlessly, with no squeaking like her own. 

She was afraid now, and turned olf all the lights and sat on the edge 
of her bed and brushed her hair, and when she could no longer sit 
still she tiptoed from window to window, watching, listening. The 
street light on the corner made some light in the alley, but if they 
came in the other way, hugging the house wall, slipping in on the 
noise of a train or an aeroplane, careful to pick a time like now, 
when there was no steel pour coming olf, slie could neither see nor 
hear them. 

She stood a long time in the dark living-room, her head between 
blind and glass, but saw nothing, heard nothing, except trains and 
aeroplanes. 

Weary of these, she sat on the chair at the head of the bed by 
Sophronic’s kitchen wall. She couldn't say exactly when it was, but 
some time very late, she fek more than she heard people behind the 
wall. Then all at once, and quite loudly, as if the tool-and-die man 
w'anted everyone to hear, “Well, boys. I'd better get on. Thanks lv»r 
the nice evening, but remember, it wasn't a Dutch treat — it's all on 
me. My notion in th beginning started it, sec.” And the door 
opened. 

She heard Whit, wistful now, “Lord, I wisht they was some way a 
letten Tony know it wasn’t no un ” 

The tool-and-die man’s angry, hissing “Sh-sh” was all she heard, 
except his feet down the steps. 

She heard a few minutes lartcr Mrs. Miller’s loud laughter in the 
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alley, and was in bed, her face turned to the wall, when Clovis came 
soon after. He called softly, “Gert, Gert. Old woman, are you 
awake?” 

She lay still until she remembered she did not know how she 
seemed when asleep. “1 recken so,” she said trying to sound sleepy. 

“I’m sorry about th knife,” he went on, undressing rapidly. “1 
come back and got it when you was taken a shower. We hadda keep 
a score fer setback — an, would you believe it, they wasn’t a sharp 
pencil er a knife fer sharpenen in that house? You told me you was 
goen to bed er I’d a brung it home.” And he sprang into bed, 
drawing close to her, repeating, “I hadda sharpen a pencil. 

She wanted to knock him out of bed, to cry, “No,” to remind him 
that Sophronie’s children used pencils for their homework — they 
sharpened pencils with Sophronie’s kitchen knives. Why did he need 
a knife with a blade that was long and thin — but strong? 

The window was greying up with dawn before his breathing came 
regularly enough that she dared get out of bed. He had for a long 
time been restless, talkative, like a man greatly excited, gay almost, 
as if some weight of trouble had lifted, letting him spring free, 
'fwice she had tried getting up, but some watching deep within him 
that never stopped even in liis sleep made him mutter worriedly, then 
lift for an instant on an elbow and stare vacantly about him. 

The knife was in its proper place on the high shelf. She took it into 
the bathroom, and standing under the strong overhead light opened 
it blade by blade. She saw at once that it had been washed; a body 
couldn’t dry a folding knife — not right away — that is, it the handle 
had been in water. The water got down into the blade pockets and 
wetted the blades when they were folded back into the handle. 
Somebody had done a pictty good job — that is, on the big blade; it 
was the little blade that came out dampish. 

She stood staring at the open blades; they seemed to move; her 
hand was trembling; she was tired, was why it trembled. She studied 
the wash-basin; it was specklcss white from Clytie's scrubbing of the 
night before. She put in the plug, turned the tap only part-way so 
that the water would come with no sound, and ran in an inch or so of 
water. 

She laid the knife into it; watched, rubbed her eyes, looked again. 
It had not gone away. Yes, it had; nothing was there. Some red rust, 
maybe, colouring the waler, faintly pinkish, spreading up from the 
handle at the place where the big blade folded in. The knife had gone 
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deeply; some blood had got into the handle. No, no, it wasn’t blood ; 
man’s blood, on her knife. She turned the water on full force; it 
frothed and bubbled white in the basin, pure white; there was no 
stain — no stain at all. Why should she think such things? His 
clothes, hung as always in the hall closet, reassured her; his overalls 
were clean, like his jacket and his shoes ; in stories on the radio there 
were stains on shoes. 

She studied his shoes, his work shoes, stained with oil or grease 
from the factory, but clean as always; brushed and clean; neat Clovis 
always had neat shoes, even the soles clean. 

She sprang up. Why was she squatting here studying Iiis shoes? 
There were in the crevices between the thick soles and the uppers a 
few grains of w'hite sand, glittering and clean. It was like the sand 
she’d seen by the lake. That was a long time ago — funny the sand 
had stuck until now. Funny she choked so and her hands were cold; 
it was the bad air and the coldness of the place, for it was cold now, 
getting close to w'inter. 


CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT 

She knew she didn’t watch; she saw them without watching — the 
scout cars driving through the alley. Clovis, she thought, watched 
too, in the same carefully careless way he would notice his hand when 
it strayed, as it so often did, to feel the scar on his forehead. It was 
only a mark now, more white than red, but a clear and noticeable 
thing that could not be covered by his hat; and seemed like now it 
worried him more than when he’d first got it. Seemed like, too, the 
scout cars went more slowly and more often through their little alley 
than they had used to do; she couldn’t remember, but she was 
almost certain that back in the summer, and in the winter too, the 
cops had driven mostly through the main alleys. 

But maybe she only imagined all that, the way she imagined 
Clovis noticed his face. It was well, and he’d even got one odd job 
of tinkering. He’d taken out the engine block of a run-down car, 
but like back home there hadn’t been much money in it. The man 
was a friend of Bunken’s and lived on the other side of town, and for 
all his travelling and the two days’ time Clovis had charged only 
twelve dollars. He’d got jiist half of that in cash, the rest on time, for 
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the man was laid off because of the Flint strike; whatever it was he 
helped make used Flint parts. 

Clovis had left home around five o’clock for three mornings and 
waited in long lines of men and women in front of factory gates, the 
lines so long and so early forming, the few workers needed were taken 
before Clovis ever got through the employment gates. The factories 
weren’t hiring many to begin with, and with so many soldiers return- 
ing, so many Flint men on strike, still others not yet called back after 
the change-over, and all roaming the town for work, jobs were scarce. 

The dozen dolls they had made were stacked in the living-room. 
Enoch had been out several times and sold none. But always he had 
come home cheerful enough, and filled with reasons for his failure: 
things didn’t sell well after school because most of the women were 
busy getting supper, and, anyway, with the strikes and change-overs, 
money was a little short. 

It was Saturday now, afternoon, and the alley still, for there had 
been money enough, even in those families affected by the strike, for 
the afternoon movie. Clytie had earned hers by baby-sitting, and 
Enoch, though he had declared it was a gyp, had helped an older boy 
deliver papers, working better than an hour running from doorstep 
to doorstep for only ten cents. But in three afternoons he had made 
enough for the movie and a sack of popcorn in yellow cellophane, 
which, he had explained to Gertie, made a body feel that the pop- 
corn was lathered with butter — that is, if he opened and ate it in the 
dark of the movie. 

Gertie was by the sink, thinkin<t of butter as she washed the dishes 
from the lunch of potato soup and toast. The children had loved the 
soup, made with some of Bunken’s onions and potatoes and milk. 
They’d be out of milk before Monday, and Enoch would want to 
run up to Zedke's for more. She wouldn’t let him go, for even with 
credit from Joe and the milkman, and being as chinchy as she could, 
Zedke’s bill must be close to a hundred and filty dollars now. 

What did a body do when the grocer cut off credit? She stared at 
the shelf above the sink, and the shelf stared back at her. Next week 
she’d have to buy more stuff from Joe. Bunken’s vegetables were all 
gone, for they had eaten them quickly, eating little but bread and 
vegetables. The boy would be there smiling at her, proud, showing 
off his English words like Cassic when she came from school. She 
hadn’t seen him lately, but that was just because she hadn’t bought 
anything and hadn’t watched so closely. 
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She couldn’t stand any longer and stare at the wall; she’d work on 
the block of wood, and late in the afternoon, just before dark, she’d 
walk up to Cassie. Not so many people came when the flowers were 
dead and the days cold. 

Turning away from the sink, she saw, without really looking 
through the glass in the door, the scout car coming slowly down the 
big alley past Daly's unit. A policeman had his head stuck out as if 
he hunted someone. 

Mr. Daly, on his stoop picking his teeth, turned to look at the 
policeman. The policeman must have spoken to Mr. Daly, for he 
came eagerly down his walk, and the car stopped. Gertie had by now 
opened her door, soundlessly, and only wide enough to hear Mr. 
Daly, speaking loudly, say, “Right there he lives.” She heard, too, 
the satisfaction in his voice as he pointed to her door. 

She continued to stand a moment longer; not wanting to be seen; 
only her eyes slipped sidewise through the glass of the storm door, 
which she had not opened. She saw the policeman look towards her 
unit and the police car go on up the big alley, but Mr. Daly stood 
looking at her door, his face expectant. 

She came softly away, leaving the inner door ajar. She remem- 
bered her hands were wet from the dishwater, and stood a long time 
drying them on the kitchen towel. She drew a deep breath, and 
turned into the passway and looked at Clovis. He was sprawled on 
the sofa, reading the day-old paper that Victor, after a brief reading, 
put on their doorstep because strikers never bought papers. Twice 
she cleared her throat, but even so her words were hoarse and 
trembling. “Clovis — th police, they're hunten us.” 

He dropped the paper and sat bolt upright, his hand flying to the 
mark on his forehead as he swung about to look at her. Then he was 
rigidly still, only his hand dropping from his forehead as he sat staring 
straight in front of him. 

She saw the fear sweat on his face and cried, not meaning to, 
“He was so young, Clovis, he didn't know; like if a bunch a men got 
Reuben into ” 

He turned on her, his eyes blazing. “What a you talken about?” 
he cried, almost screaming. “Who was young?” 

“Him,” she said, her own voice shrill, “th one you ” She 

wouldn’t say it. No, she couldn’t — tongue-tied she was by him as 
by her mother. Would she in time feel towards him as towards her 
mother? She couldn’t live with him and feel that way. She stood 
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silent, hands pulling one the other, as she watched him lie down 
again with the back of his head to the passway as it had been. He 
remembered to pick up the paper, so that once again he was a man 
stretched at his ease, reading the paper. 

She turned back to the kitchen door; the police, she told herself, 

didn't always want people for They came for all kinds of things. 

She rushed through the door, down her steps, and into the alley, 
almost bumping into Mr. Daly. “Du cops is wanten youse,” he 
said. 

“I know. I beared you,” she gasped, running now past Victor’s 
unit, towards the big alley by the railroad tracks down which the 
scout car would come. “Did they say,” she called over her shoulder, 
“was it a accident? My youngens was ” 

His smile frightened her again for Clovis, and she stopped and 
turned part-way round and looked at him as he said, “Naw, it wasn’t 
no accident. It’s yu kid, that biggest boy, they want. Yu gotta learn 
to keep a tight hand on yu kids.” 

“But Enoch ain't ” 

“Youse wouldn't know,” he interrupted. “Inu public school 
thataway they’re alia time gitten into meanness— no proper Christian 
teachings.” 

She was weak with relief; some little meanness like a broken 
window or a rock-dented car. She stood smoothing her apron, 
looking up the alley, and beginning to be conscious of her shivers, for 
she had run out without her coat. “No use tu stand an wait,” Mr. 
Daly said. “Don't worry, du polic*''!! find youse — anu kid, too. Dey 
cun jerk him outta that movie an clap him inu detention home.” 
His words made her back away with her troubled eyes on him as 
he went on, explaining, “A detention home's a place fu real bad 
kids.” 

“But — but he’s ten years old,” she said. 

“ 'S’plenty old fu trouble,” he said. 

Clovis was calling through the broken pane in the storm door, his 
words an angry hiss. “Cert, git in here you’ll jist, jist — it seemed a 
full minute before he could think to add — “Irccze.” 

“Looks like youse’s both scared,” Mr. Daly said. 

“Of what?” Clovis asked, speaking through the broken pane. 

“Yu know — cops wanten yu kid.” 

“My kid ain’t done nothen,” Clovis said. 

Scared as Gertie was for Enoch, she wondered if Mr. Daly had 
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noticed the relief in Clovis’s voice. She started through her gate, 
but Slopped when Mr. Daly said, “Yu needn’t run now; dey’re 
coming/’ 

She whirled and saw the car, just turning into the alley. It held 
two big, mean-looking men: hard-hearlcd men who let her trouble 
wait while they followed their regular beat round by the steel-mill 
fence and down by the railroad. She ought to go into the kitchen 
and wait behind the storm door with Clovis. Then she w^as running 
past Victor’s unit again, and had almost reached the corner of the 
fence when the car came slowly past her witli a window' rolled down 
and a policeman craning his head towards her door, “Tin Miz 
Nevels, th bo\'s mama,” she said, turning about, matching her pace 
to that of the car for the moment or so before it stopped. “Is it 
anything bad'? He told me you was lumten us,” and she nodded 
tow’ards Mr. Daly without taking her glance from the one who had 
been driving: he w'as a heavy-jawed man with the same Hat, icy-blue 
eyes as Whit. 

“Huh?” he asked, staring at her and then at Mr. Daly while his 
hand reached into a coat pocket. “Oh,” he said, still fumbling in his 
pocket. She moved backward against ilic tence while he finished his 
fumbling and brought out his liand, the list closed, “I-ook, lady,” he 
said, “don’t be allatimc looking fu trouble. Yu g.otta bad deal once— 
but that’s no reason yifll git more. Twice I reported that hole.” 
He stopped and studied her too white taee wiili the boring, blazing 
eyes under the forehead, wrinkled in sphe of the tightly drawn-back 
hair, with a great effort to understand. 

She shook her head slowly, her eves on the list, opening now into a 
cupped palm, thumb and finger pinched together over two one- 
dollar bills and a fifty-cent piece. She still did not understand as the 
policeman said, “1 betcha kid thought he hadda dead-beat cop.” 
He shoved the money towards her, smiled. “Mn kid got su mad ’t" is 
a siglit to see. She tried right off tu take it apail, and when si.v 
couldn't slie throwed it at me.” 

Gertie's, “Oh,” of understanding came at last in a long-relieved 
sigh, but she did not lift her hand for the money. “He wanted you 
to have it,” she said. She struggled for words, pulling her lingers, 
“it ud be kinda hard fer you to understand - but back home in their 
readers, they was stories about policemen on corners an vvalkcn th 
streets. They’d— that is, them in th stories —wliy, they’d talk to little 
youngens, an hep cm across streets to school. An he thought they'd 
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be sich here. But th policemen here — they’re different, way different 
frura th books. An so it made him awful proud, you speaken to him 
thataway.” 

They had both listened, patient with her stumbling words, but the 
policeman was impatient when he said, “Yeah, kids all crazy over 
cops, but I couldn’t take nothen, not from a kid.” He brushed her 
hand with the money, and tlie other, silent until now, glancing now 
and then at Mr. Daly, who had come closer, said : 

“Look, mu wife kinda wanted one to send to her little niece fu 
Christmas — only, she wondered ifyucud make it plain, no paint, like 
a old man used to make um back home.” " 

“Back home?” 

He nodded, smiling, and the other smiled too. “Force’s full a 
down-homers; he’s from Pikevillc, Kentucky.” 

Gertie also smiled. “.A, body ud never know it frum th way you 
talk.” 

“Been gone too long,” he said. “But couldcha make a doll — plain 
wood with a little whittled face like they used to be — but not for free. 
Him an me neillier. we don’t want no dolls for free.” 

Gertie nodded, and the other, still olTering tlie money, motioned 
towards Victor’s unit. “Didn’eha carve that crucifix we seen there 
last winter?” And when site liad nodded again, he said, “I’d like one 
like that — some time.” lie gave her a quick, speculative glance. 
“But it looked like it was all done by hand. Must a cost a lot?” 

She pondered, remembering the jig Saw, the sander. “I could 
make one cheaper, a little less ha> Jwork, hard maple stid a walnut, er 
mebbe I could find some walnut. He liked it so good he give me 
twenty dollars; but he nuikes big money in th steel mill.” 

The cop nodded soui ly. ‘ Can work a double shift on overtime, I 
bet.” He frowned, studied the address, then spoke to the other, 
“He’sa one.” He turned back to Gertie. “All them wages, an he’s got 
neither chick nor child.” 

“It’s not his fault; his wife, she He’s a good man,” she said. 

“Sure, it’s th good ones they run out on,” the down-homer cop 
said. 

“Pretty soon,” Gertie said, eager to change the conversation, 
wondering if Victor had tried to get the cops to find Max, “1 11 git 
some good wood — somehow. 1 figger 1 could make a right nice cross 
fer five, six dollars, an if you didn’t like it you wouldn’t have to take 
it.” She would make a cardboard pattern, and Clovis could saw one 
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cross, a hundred crossesr— and Christ, too; cheap crucifixes might 
sell better than cheap dolls. 

“Look, lady,” the other cop was saying, “yu make me a crucifix 
an him a doll — but we may not want um ’fore Christmas. Take this 
money; we can’t stop all day.” 

, “But he’ll be disappointed,” she said, reaching. “It made him so 
proud talken to a policeman.” 

“We’ll be seein him,” the driver said, casing his foot from the 
clutch, moving slowly away as the other said: 

“Tell th kid hello for us ; he’s a smart kid.” 

The driver nodded, stopped the car again, and stuck his head out. 
“But he’s little, though, just a kid. Don’tcha let um go selling dolls 
after dark, an — well, kinda warn him, yu knew, about going into 
strange houses or off by hissef, an taking car rides with, yu know — 
men. Tell um never to go much by hissef.” He was moving again so 
that his last words were an ovcr-the-shoulder calling, “We’ve had 
some pitiful cases — little kids, sellen things.” 

She didn’t need his loudness, for plainly she heard the mutterings 
of the other, “She's hadda rough deal already. Wotta yvi^twantu 
scare her more?” 

That night she told the children about the nice cops — one from 
back home, or close to buck home. Maybe Enoch, when he’d gone 
all the way through high school, could be a cop, she said. 

“Who wantsa be a cop? They don’t make no money, less’n 
they’ve got a beat where they can git shakedowns like a feller Jimmy 
Daly’s pop knows. Why, cops don’t make as much as a plain 
’sembly hand.” 

“An they ain’t got ry? union,” Clovis said. 

“But th work’s regular,” Gertie said pondering. They’d always 
looked so fine in their cars and uniforms, way finer than factory 
hands, so she had supposed they had more. “It wouldn’t be sich a 
bad callen,” she insisted, looking at Enoch. “Seems like some real 
nice men gits into police work.” 

Clytie tossed her head. “All a same you’ve got to watch um. 
They’s a girl at school, she’s gotta sister, sec.” She looked at Enoch, 
who had looked up quickly at mention of the word ‘girl’. “This big 
girl, she hadda work a threc-tu-twelve shift; an one night walking 
home frum u street-car she got scared, see. Then she seen a scout car 
driven slow behind her, an she told um she was scared, an they said, 
‘Git in. We’ll take yu home.’ But they didn’t take her home — they — 
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yu know — ^and then they says to her, ‘Girlie,’ they says,. *y\i better 
not start crappen around about what th cops has done tuyu. We’ll 
run yu in an lock yu up fer’— yu know, Mom. Wotta yu call it, 
soliciten?” 

Gertie flushed, Enoch’s eyes had dropped to his plate, but Am6s 
was looking at his sister, ready to ask questions. Clytie saw his 
curiosity, and said, “Want some more milk, honey?” and dumped 
the little bit in the bottle into his glass, quickly, so that a few drops 
splattered on the table. 

Enoch cried, “Don’t waste milk.” And it seemed only a few days 
ago that he had been getting into the ice-box for milk to feed an alley 
cat. 

Gertie realised that when she told him of the money the policeman 
paid, he had said nothing of the dime he had always received from 
the sale of each of the other dolls. He asked now, cheerful, as if 
such things were an expected part of life, “Mom, how long doyu 
reckon we’ll have to live on beans?” 

“We ain’t a-liven on beans,” Clytie cried. “Whatcha crappen 
about? They's potatoes an bread an cooked peaches an — an all 
kinds a things — Mom, ought I to start walken? Some a th kids has 
gotta, an when I bought my lunch today some girl — an, boy, was she 
hateful — I hadn’t bought nothen but soup an a little candy bar — she 
was inu line ahead a me, an when I started past her she looked at wot 
I’d got an says, ‘Are you onu diet?’ ‘My pop's onu strike,’ I says. ‘I 
cain’t buy out u whole cafeteria,’ I says. ‘Huh,’ she says, ‘it must be 
some strike. You’ve still got lunch money. When I was little inu 
depression,’ she says, ‘we lived on nothen but stale bread fer six 
weeks. So quitcha beefen, kid,' she says to me. An I hadn’t made one 
little beef,” Clytie said, looking persecuted. 

“Aw, she was just shooten her lip, I bet,” Enoch said. “Some a th 
kids tells all kinds a talcs. Gilbert said onct they didn’t have nothen 
but a sack a dry beans, an the water an th electric was all cut off, an 
Sophronie ” 

“Miz Meanwell,” Gertie corrected. 

“Anyhow, she was a-setlen an a-cryen— Wheateye was a baby 
then— Gilbert don’t recollect it so good; he jist knows frum a-hearen 
um tell it — his mom was a-bawlen away a-maken big tears, an Whit 
says tu her, ‘Put them beans under yer face, honey, an we’ll have biled 
beans stewed in tears.’ ‘We wouldn’t have no ketchup, nohow,’ 
Sophronie says, an kept on a-cryen — Pop, is tales like that th truth?” 
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. “Some a these people that has been up here a long time can tell 
some tall tales about th depression an lay-offs an sitdowns an evictions 
an standen all night in the rain er the snow in front u employment 
gates so’s to be first in th mornen. An I’ve heatd some tell how 
they’d seen great swarms a men hangen around behind restaurants an 
bars an sich, a-waiten fer garbage to be put in th cans so’s they could 
git it. They’ve mebbe made their tales a heap bigger; an anyhow,” 
he added quickly, catching Gertie’s troubled eyes, “they wam’t no 
unions then.” 

“Th unions cain’t make jobs,” Gertie said. 

They were silent, the same silence that came when something said 
brought back Cassie and her laughter, or when Clovis talked of back 
home as he often did here lately, with a wistfulness and a hopeless- 
ness strange for him. Now, as at such times, they seemed to draw 
closer one to the other, silent as if they listened to Detroit, sounding, 
as always, through the place. Tonight, supper was earlier than when 
Clovis worked, and the going-home ti allic at its heaviest while they 
ate, so that it came from the through street in a long roaring growl, 
drowned at times by the scream of an aeroplane, or a louder blast 
from the steel mill. The sounds, as they often did, made Gertie think 
of some many-voiced boast out there, hungry, waiting for them 
all. 

Next day she went early to the project office, carrying the Josiah 
basket with two of the brightest dolls. She hoped that someone 
might ask if they were for sale while she did her business, which 
was to put up a sign she had rewritten three times the night before 
while the others were in bed, “l or Washing, Ironing, Cleaning, 
Gertie Nevels — 1891 1 Merry Hill”. But her hands hesitated as they 
tacked it on the bulletin board near the rent-paying window; it was 
the last of several rows of such notices; she saw, “Sophronie Mean- 
well — Ironing, Wall Washing”, and farther down, but from the 
looks of it put up some days ago, “Clytie Nevels, Baby-sitting, 
Housework ...” 

She turned away, her reading of the little sign unfinished, but still 
she lingered near the ofiice. She held the Josiah basket on, her arm, 
swinging it a little, as she looked hopefully past the rent-paying 
windows to the people who ran the project— two olTicc girls, two 
young men, the grey-haired project manager, and his grey-haired 
secretary. None of them looked at her, for there was another woman 
on Gertie’s side of the rent-paying window. Gertie, like the office 
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help, gave her a quick, sidewise glance, then looked away as the old 
project manager talked to her in a low, flat voice touched with 
impatience and weariness. “It’s a government rule. You had your 
liearing. I here isn t anything else 1 can do. I neither own the project 
nor make the rules.” 

1 he others in the oflice were uncomfortable, fidgety because of the 
woman, and seemed relieved when slie turned suddenly and rushed 
away. Gertie followed her, and w'islicd she could say something; she 
looked so young, but had the large breasis and the largish stomach 
of a woman with a very young baby, and her crying was like that of a 
woman so tired slie couldn't care for much of anything, a wet and 
sloppy erv ing that had seemed out of place in the neat bare ollice with 
its adding ir.achincs and ivpcwrilers. 

(ierlie was halfway hon'.e before she remembered she had planned 
to walk to the closest big store, alnu^st a mile awaiy, and buy a beef 
heart and some poik liver. Zadkiewic/ sometimes had such, but the 
big store was alwa\s chcapci on e\ei\ thing: ii could afford to be; it 
never gave credit, never dehveicd, never waited on a body like 
Zedke.^ 

She turned about and walked more slov\ly, holding the basket well 
out from her body so that tlic dolls would show. She lingered a 
moment by the la\ern and iitusling alley; theie would be money in 
such a place. IV'ople came and v\enl, but nobody noticed the dolls. 

The big store, as alwavs, made her head whirl: so many, many 
things in packages, btit it wasn't easy to tell what was behind the 
pretlv pictures, and she tlnnight d' the money she'd wasted, letting 
lierself be fooled bv tlic j'^reity pictures. l\>day, though she rolled a 
cart slovN'ly u|’) and down the aisles, looking, she bought none of the 
packaged things. She bouglU only the beef heart, too big, with the 
little fat on it yellow' like from an old cow; she knew it would be 
tough and tb.at it wusn't f resh, but it was the only one lelt. 1 he pork 
li\’er was all gime, but she did buy two K>aves of bread from the day- 
old pile -halV price Sixty-eigll cents, the machine said, and then the 

ta\ : with the tax monev sbiC ca^iild have benight What could she 

have l')ounht? A sucker each lor I noch and Amos, but had there 
been no tax she wouldn't have bvnight tiie suckers anyway. 

She v\'alked sUnsly home, swinging one of t’nc dolls, jumping it at 
times. She hesitated where the path turned into the vacant land; slie 
ought to walk on the sidewalk v\hcie people could sec the swinging 
doll, but the wailk alone ihroiigii the swamp would be nice. The 
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brush was leafless now, blighted by frost and smoke, for it was getting 
deep into November, and rent day close again. Clovis had kept the 
six dollars he’d earned; he had to have the money for gas to hunt a 
job. 

Lingering among the leafless wallows and the tin cans, she told 
herself that she w’as tired, just taking her time, resting herself with a 
few smoky twigs between her and the sky. She wasn’t staying away 
because it was Joe’s day to come into the alley. Tliere was in her 
pocket enough for the rent and enough to pay him. The boy would 
be there, weighing vegetables, smiling at the customers. Two times 
now the truck had been by since the night Clovis had borrowed her 
knife to sharpen a pencil, and she had got so worked up she couldn’t 
sleep. Wasn’t that silly. 

She hadn’t seen Joe’s nephew since that night; he was there, of 
course; she just hadn’t looked real close. If Joe had not already gone 
by the time she got home, she’d buy some little squashes from him — 
they were cheap. 

Still, she took her time, and tried hard to think of nothing; but her 
feet kept coming under her glance, and gradually she fell to thinking 
of her shoes; she couldn’t buy new shoes- -not now. But soon as 
the weather got bad, she could wear the high bools; they'd cover her 
shoes, and the holes in her stockings, too. 

A child screamed, “Scab, scab,” and seemed like all at once a 
million little youngens, some smaller than Amos, were all around her. 
One swung on to the basket, two had her coat-tail, while half a 
dozen, looked like, jumped up and down in front of her, all pulling, 
pretending great anger, but many helpless with laughter, unable 
to cry with the others, “Scab, Scab. You’ve crossed a pickut line!” 

She stopped, realising that instead of the vacant land she walked 
through a corner of the project, and that she had got into a game the 
children played. “I didn’t sec no signs,” she said, smiling. Cassie 
would have loved such a game. 

“Yu gotta walk over there; yu’vc crossed u pickut line,” one, a 
little bigger than Amos, said. Another, slyly smiling, pointed to the 
empty air above the sticks he and the others carried that, looked 
suspiciously like the missing slats from her fence. “Can’tcha read, 
lady? Don’tcha sec our signs, these great big signs?” he asked ; then, 
giggling, he pointed to the empty slicks and ‘read,’ “Strike. Keep 
off,” and lastly in a very loud voice the sign above his own shoulder, 
“Ole man Flint is mean.” 
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She nodded, “It’s a fine big sign,” she said, “only, Mr. Flint, he’s 
dead.” 

“Quitcha kidden,” the child said, and she walked on. 

If she’d only spent a minute longer with the ehildren, Joe would 
have been gone. She didn’t honestly need squash, but he might think 
it funny if she paid him off and didn’t buy anything. He looked old, 
she thought, like John after he sold his timber. He did not even say 
“Nice,” as he held out three oranges for Mrs. Miller’s inspeetion. 

Mrs. Miller nodded briefly over the oranges, her glance fixed 
mostly on the inside of the truck. “I’ll take urn,” she said, “an three 
pounds a sweet taters.” She was silent while Joe elimbed into the 
truck and got the sweet potatoes, but when he had finished with her 
and was making cliange, she asked, “Where’s yu nephew, Joe?” 

“California,” Joe said, turning to Gertie. 

“He Icftcha, huh?” Mrs. Miller asked, “after yu smug — got him 
over here, an taught him th fruit business. But,” she went on, as Joe 
held out a handful of the cheap little Irish potatoes for Gertie’s 
inspection, “people has allatime got tu be on the go, looks like.” She 
glanced at Gertie. “I reckon you know th Millers is leaven — early in 
th mornen.” 

Gertie nodded, and the woman hurried away. Gertie’s wistful 
eyes followed her. Such luck the woman had had — all her ehildren 
and ten thousand dollars. Her eyes dropped at last to the potatoes 
over which Joe was singsonging, “Potatoes, cheap today.” 

She shook her head, and bought only three little aeorn squash, 
fifteen cents. She held out the . le dollar bill and the ehange. “I 
better pay you,” she said. “1 hate bein in debt.” 

He studied her, not taking the money. “Credit’s good,” he said. 

“1 hate debts,” she said. 

He considered, his glance falling below the outstretched money 
down to her shoes; there, it stopped an instant, then w'andered up 
again to the basket on her arm “How much?” he asked. 

She had forgotten the dolls. She wanted only to pay him, to get 
away from the truck that, crammed as it was w'ith baskets and crates 
of fruits and vegetables, still seemed empty. ‘Oh, she said at last, 
“th dolls -why, two-fifty I've been gitten.” 

He pulled out the greasy black book, counted, nodded over the 
squash, then reached into his pocket. He dropped a dollar bill, a 
quarter, a dime, and a penny into tier lax cupped hand. But yu 
credit’s good,” he said, and picked up a doll. 
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CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE 

T.HE days ticked by: Sunday — a nickel apiece for the children to 
take to Sunday school, money that came from Clyde and Enoch. 

Monday — the first rent day; she waited in line, gripping the two 
tens, the two fives with sweaty fingers. Ahead of her a woman paid 
for two weeks only. She considered — it would be good to have 
sixteen dollars for two weeks in her pocket — but suppose she lost it, 
or one of the youngens took bad sick and she had to have a doctor. 
Victor, somebody, would maybe let her have doctor money, but rent 
money was different; she fished slowly in her coat pocket and brought 
out the rest — the ones, tlic fifty-cent piece. 

She paid and came away; there was still SI. 36 in her pocket. 
Clovis was going to try for credit in one of the stores that sold 
clothing on time. Enoch had to have shoes, and Clytic boots; any 
day now the weather could turn cold and snow'y like last year when 
they came. 

Clovis, working on another sanding gadget, looked quickly at her 
bleak face, and then away. “Look, Gcrt, it could be worse. When 
it’s all over 1 still won't be in so deep as a heap. Whit an Sophronie, 
’tween his pin-setten an her unemployment money, they're a-keepen 
th rent paid, but they're in debt fer most a th grub they've had since 
th change-over, an fer ever stitch a clothes they’ve hadda buy fer their 
youngens since school started.” 

“But look how they've wasted their money,” Gertie said, “all that 
beer fer Whit an cigarettes fer th two uv um, an her never a-sewen a 
stitch, an ” 

“So what?” Clovis interrupted, angry, more trigger-tempered lately 
than he had ever been. “Supposen they had a saved ever cent they 
could, never a penny fer cigarettes cr beer. Mow long would it ha 
lasted now, through th change-over an a big strike like this? Th 
danged company called him back and let him work jist long enough 
to lose his unemployment; they done a heap that way, figgeren a 
strike might maybe come.” 

Gertie flicked a speck of dust from a shoulder of the man in the 
wood. She looked hard at Clovis, opened her mouth, then shut it. 
Why wouldn’t he speak first? Me knew what he had to do. “Clovis, 
you’ll have tu sec about gitten credit at a dry-goods store; th young- 
ens jist has tu have clothes if they stay in school.” She’d brought 
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out all the words in a loud, breathless rush that, when ended, left the 
room strangely still. 

Clovis bent his head over the contraption and did not answer. 
She waited, and he turned to her at last. His hand came up to the 
scar; he noticed, frowned angrily, and dropped his hand. “Yeah,” 
he said. “I’ll git some — something to do. Th last two places where I 
asked about work — fillcn station was one — they ast me had I been in 
a fight. Seems like now~with the war over, 1 mean — they look at a 
man mighty close.” 

“But we need credit now,” she insisted. “An them ads in th paper, 
they claimed a factory worker didn’t need notlien but his badge to git 
credit.” 

“Mcbbe not,” he said, measuring sandpaper against the wheel. 
“I’m — 1 was behind in my car payments — jist five more an I’ll be 
out — tliat went — woulda — gone agin me asken fer credit, but I’m 
pretty certain I can git credit — now.” 

“Now?” 

He nodded, but would not meet her glance. “It ain’t like back 
home, Gcrt. They w on’t wait if you git overdue on a car. I’ve beared 
a two strikers that had a let their cars go — company come an took 
cm right out a th parken places beside their houses; they wasn’t a 
thing they could do. I knowed they’d want mine; it’s about paid fer 
an it runs good an— — Oh, heck. Miller let me have money fer this 
month’s payment so’s maybe I can git . . . ” 

His voice trailed away. Slic tried to make him meet her eyes, but 
he would not, and sat guiltily with hung head as she said, “You’ve 
tried fer credit — an couldn't git it, Clovis.” 

He mumbled something at k'st about “th danged ads that lied,” 
but she never answered. She had suddenly begun working on a fold 
of the cloth where it lay above a forearm. Clovis after a while began 
talking .again, and kept on talking and talking as if to kill his thoughts ; 
mostly it was about the Meanwells: when times started getting good 
at the beginning of the war, they’d had nothing but debts and three 
little youngens; they couldn't get credit, and were living in one 
furnished room on Grand River; but look at them now; their car 
paid for and plenty good enough for a down payment on a lot newer 
car, most of their furniture paid off, more clothes than they had ever 
had, plenty of credit, even credit with a doctor. 

He ran out of words, and they had been for a long time silent, 
working, when someone knocked. She hurried to open the door — 
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maybe it was a woman with a big ironing. It was, however, only a 
little Daly, asking if Mr. Nevels couldn’t come fix his mother’s wash- 
ing machine; it wouldn’t work at all. Clovis hesitated, looking at 
Gertie, his hand jerking towards the scar. “They wouldn’t be any 
money in it,’’ he whispered, “and she’d be nosen around like them I 
ast fer jobs.’’ 

“It’s him that's the nosey one, an he ain’t home,’’ Gertie said ; and 
Clovis crammed his hat low on his head and went, taking Amos, 
who had heard the knocking and wanted to sec his daddy fix the 
machine. 

Gertie continued to work on the block of wood; but the fold of 
cloth could not drive the boy away, for when she was alone he came 
between her and all the rest of the world — even trouble. Of course 
the boy was in California. Clovis was just jumpy from that fight, and 
worrying about money was why he seemed so afraid; he wasn’t 
afraid. He drove around town often — after dark; tomorrow or some 
time he was going to another tinkering job. 

She tried to work faster on the uplifted hand, held close against the 
chest. Gradually the man in the wood brought some calmness to 
her; he was alive; the hands, the head, even the face were there; she 
had only to pull the curtain of wood away, iind the eyes w ould look 
down at her. They would hold no quarrelling, no scolding, no 
questions. Even long ago, when only the top of the head was out 
of the wood, below it had seemed a being who understood that the 
dancing, the never joining the church, had been less sinful than the 

pretending that she believed, and She never heard the knife 

strike the floor, fallen from her hands; instead, she heard her moans, 
her words, like from another’s mouth; her tongue ashamed, too 
a.shamcd to use her own speech, but crying in the words of the alley, 
“I stood still fer it — I kept shut— 1 could ha spoke up.” 

The wood was strong, holding her up, understanding, for w hat had 
Judas done but whisper a hit and keep still ; no, it wasn’t Judas. She 
was still, wondering if she had cried, “No, nol” J'he silence of the 
wood loudened the memory of her own cry, and she peeped about 
her, crouching by the w ood as if to hide. 1 lad anybody heard? And 
what was there to hear, she asked herself, picking up the knife, 
smoothing the cupped, overfull hand. .She worked again, and a 
mound of chips and shavings grew about her feet. 

The whole thuinb of the empty hand was out, such a good thumb, 
and strong; and then she heard the knocking, nol Sophronie’s 
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kicking or the rough knocking of a child or pedlar, but dignified 
and gentle; this time surely a woman with a big washing — ^five 
dollars. 

She sprang up just as the door opened and Mrs. Anderson called, 
“Hello — I was afraid you’d moved away.” She came on in, smiled 
once at Gertie, but after that had eyes for nothing but the wood. 
“It’s magnificent,” she said, walking all round it, touching each hand 
with her gloved hands, pausing at last with her hand on his shoulder. 
“It would take a prize — ^and,” she looked at last at Gertie, “it’s much 
more effective like that, without the face. It’s all so plain,” she said, 
and was silent, looking. 

Gertie had backed against the chair in front of the door. She was a 
little flustered; this woman all in new clothes, her hair no longer 
braided but skinned back, tight as her own hair, though the knob was 
low — low enough to make her neck ache, and got up in gloves, lip- 
stick, and a hat, wasn’t like Mrs. Anderson from across the alley, but 
somebody else from a world that didn’t know strikes or beef hearts. 
If seemed a long while they stood so, Mrs. Anderson looking at the 
wood, Gertie looking at Mrs. Anderson: finally she remembered to 
ask, “What’s so plain?” and then, “Set down.” 

Mrs. Anderson only walked round the wood, squeezing herself 
between it and the sofa for a closer look. “That he won’t keep still 
and hold it. He’ll give it back,” she said. 

“A body cain’t alius give back — things,” Gertie said, filled 
suddenly with a tired despair; the wood was Judas, after all. 

“I’m glad it’s good, really good,” Mrs. Anderson said, sitting 
down, taking cigarettes from her purse. “It was my undoing.” She 
held tlic unlightcd cigarette, explaining, “1 remember when I first saw 
it at Max’s — I didn’t want to look. ‘There’s a woman,’ 1 thought, 
‘who’s never had a lesson in art, but with five children and nothing 
but a block of wood and a pocket knife, look what she’s done. And 
look at me.’ I wish Mrs. McKcckeran could see it.” 

“Mebbe she’ll come through agin sometime,” Gertie said. 

“Perhaps,” Mrs. Anderson ;aid. “Did Max come back?” 

Gertie shook her head, and answered other queries about the alley, 
for Mrs. Anderson was hungry for talk, and curious as ever. She 
answered so many questions that she grew absent-minded, trying to 
think of something she could ask that would turn Mrs. Anderson’s 
thoughts from her own life; she thought of old man Flint at last. 
Clovis had read in the paper that those who took over after his death 
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had made some changes, and so she asked if things were any different 
since he died. 

“Not basically,” Mrs. Anderson said, “but smoother — much 
smoother; no rough stuff, at least nothing the public can see. 
Business has gone holy, if you know what I mean. Business-men are 
like saints in stone — hard, but smooth as my hair. You haven’t said 
a word about the way I look — the skiiincd-onion look. You know, 
an onion never stinks till you cut it. No, more like little pretty garlic 
cloves. Everything is like that — smooth, no smell. The big com- 
panies arc so wealthy from the war they can buy lawyers, maybe 
judges if they need them. Congressmen, you know, for a few laws, 
can be had within reason. They are all so rich they can even alford 
religion — now.” She stopped, lier glance on the down-bent covered 
face; shook her head. “He couldn’t, though. 

“Homer,” she went on, as Gertie continued silent, “is happy. The 
company, mostly Mr. McKeckeran, wants him to finish his thesis and 
get his Ph.D. The thesis has gi\en him no end of trouble. He finds 
all manner of prejudice, but he’ll have to make his t)wn pattern. Not 
alt prejudice is so honest as Mrs. Daly's — you know, I’m beginning 
to admire the woman — even prejudice is smooth now — and there are 
so many kinds, the kind you've felt, and others never mentioned; but 
whatever kind it is, it's always smooth. The shirt-sleeves-up-from- 
the-railroad-scction gang is out; our leader Mr. Mint has left us, not 
for a riband to stick in his coat, but for 1 leaven w ith a golden crown. 
All his crowd are dead or old. Their granddaughters were brought 
up by finished mothers. They belong to junior leagues and are the 
alumme of the best schools money can buy. They don’t want rough 
stuff ; they want to be good, very, very good.” 

She looked at Gertie. “VVe go to church— now. Homer hadn't 
been to Sunday school since he rebelled in high school, but he teaches 
a class now — adolescent boys. Sooner or later, I suppose I will. 1 
used to teach art, you know. I was so ignorant then about every- 
thing, especially art, real art. The real art is living so as to fool the 
neighbours, easily, smoothly, and never drop a hint to anyone that 
we’ve gone in so deeply we have to spend the salary before we get it. 
We had to have a house, furniture, a better car order already placed 
for a new one — clothes; we hadn’t any. Anyway, the neighbours 
must never, never guess that in order to squeeze out the dollars 
for a laundress-cleaning woman two days a week, 1 have to have a 
stew or hash or something cheap like spaghetti at least three times 
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a week. But, of course, there’s money for liquor and baseball.” 

She sprang up, walked restlessly to the window. “I wish the 
steel-mill light would show. 1 liked to look at it and dream some- 
times of painting it at twilight when the red was like blood on the 
children. Once 1 drove by, a few weeks back, and watched a pour so 
long 1 was late. Do you know what I was late to? A baseball game. 
It was before the Turbis were out. He's out, you know — cold. 
Homer, if he knows why, has never told me. Turbi, I think, hinted 
too much ot the shirt-sleeves they want to forgot; he pulled some kind 
of rough stuff — 1 never did know what. But, whatever he did, it was 
what the company wanted; he just wasn’t smooth enough in the 
doing. Poor man, he must have suffered when he learned he hadn’t 
pleased the company. 

“Anyway, I had to put in an appearance at a baseball game — it’s 
only those high up like Mrs. McKeckcran who can refuse the royal 
command to attend a baseball game. 1-ortunateIy for me it wasn’t 
cool enough for mink — such a pity for the others. But now at foot- 
ball time it is. Nc.xt week there's an invitation to go by special train, 
or maybe Just by private coach. Who knows? 1 may sit next to a 
bishop; it's a Catholic university. A business couple who detested 
sports and drunken spectators would be lield subversive — so I grin 
like a fool — ugh!” 

She stopped long enough for Gertie, weary of her talk, to ask, 
“How’s the youngens'^” 

“They’re adjusting,” Mrs. Anderson said. “That is, to the 
neighbours — such nice people: among them all there isn’t one who’d 
let her house get mussed or her c'nldren go — well, a shade too grimy 

— and paint You don’t by any chance have any pink medicine 

left— you remember it? I don’t need it, really, but driving in this 
traflic has unsettled my nerves.” 

“I let most a it spill in th sink one night,” Gertie said, getting up, 
“but they’s a little left.” 

I’herc was more than Gertie had remembered, but Mrs. Anderson 
took it all, shivering as always at the taste, then smiling, explaining, 
“I’ve grown accustomed to the pills— they’re easier to manage. 

Georgie was beginning to What would you do it you’d learned 

you’d raised your children all wrong?” 

Gertie fidgeted, thinking up an answer; Clovis might at any 
minute get back from Mrs. Daly’s, and she didn’t want the woman 
to see him. A faint smile suddenly brightened her troubled eyes. 
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“I recken if somebody told me that. I’d think about my youngens 
like I think now — take credit to my raisen a them fcr th good 
they’ve got, an give th devil er what was born into em credit fer the 
bad.” 

Mrs. Anderson shook her head to that, and rushed into another 
shower of words. ‘‘Mrs. McKcckeran suggested this pediatrician. 
He’s very busy, but his office is shabby, and I wonder about him. 
There was a negro woman with a baby in his ollice. It was the first 
time I’ve seen a negro in a doctor’s oflice in Detroit. He was almost 
hateful. ‘Your children,’ and he had really given them a going over, 
‘are healthy and normal’ — Homer had thought perhaps Georgie 
should be taken to a child psychiatrist, and 1 tried discussing tlic 
matter with this doctor, and lie was quite rude. ‘Try for a change,’ he 
said, ‘to think of them as human beings instead of problems. Let the 
boy eat when and what he wants.’ And he didn’t even give me a diet 
sheet for Georgie. Homer is terribly worried because we’ll have to 
keep him; Mrs. McKcckeran recommended him — they’re friends 
and I have a suspicion he’s ” 

The door opened. Gertie looked up anxiously, and Mrs. .\ndcrson 
turned and smiled at Clovis as if glad to see him. lie smiled in 
return, then his hand lifted, but stopped with a jerk halfway to his 
face, then rose more slowly and he stood, covering the dark spot on 
his jaw with his hand moving as if he only rubbed his face. Mrs. 
Anderson, still smiling, looked hard at him. ‘‘You’ve been sick? You 
look pale.” She moved closer, ‘‘Or was it an accident?— your head’s 
scarred.” 

Gertie spoke quickly, for Clovis seemed tongue-tied. ‘‘A little a 
both,” she said. 

And Clov is asked, ‘‘llow’rc you liken your new place?” 

‘‘Line, just fine,” Mrs. Anderson said, still scrutinising Clovis. 
She turned abruptly again to Gertie, then looked down at the litter 
of chips and shavings on the lloor. ‘‘I’ll bet you want to get on with 
your work,” she said. 

Then, with her eyes too bright, and her ever widening smile 
threatening at limes to burst into giggles, she told quickly, as if in a 
hurry to be gone, why she had come. It was about the Christmas 
bazaar she was helping plan for the church. Homer had decided they 
should select the church of her maternal grandparents, a splendid old 
faith he had said. She had agreed that it was perhaps better than 
either of their childhood churches- of course, the fact that Mr. 
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McKeckeran was a deacon in the church hadn’t a thing to do with it. 

Anyway, Mrs. McKeckeran and others of the leading women in 
the church had decided that this year the Christmas bazaar should 
put less emphasis on baked goods and ordinary bits of sewing, and 
more on other hand-made things of a more artistic nature. Mrs. 
Anderson was contributing a good many hand-done Christmas 
cards ; another woman was making place cards — “flowers done with 
tweezers and glue and tiny shells — ugh!” She hurried on; others 
were contributing all manner of dolls, and stulf from their looms and 
pottery kilns. Everything was to be artistic, even the crocheted pot 
holders. They would in addition have things made by the blind and 

the mentally deranged, and Mrs. McKeckeran had thought 

“She looked at me, smooth as butter, and wondered if any of us 
knew where we could get some wood-carvings. She thought we 
should be able to sell three or four dozen smallish carvings of 
animals or figures or birds, real hand-made things of good wood that 
could be bought for around §4.25 and sold for §5.00 each. 

“I nodded, of course — she knows now that never, never will I 
speak out of turn or even hint about her other half — and I said I 
knew a woman who might take such an order; and she said, was it 
the one who made her little hill woman, not batting an eye, and I said, 
‘Oh, yes,’ not batting an eye; and she said, ‘How lovely.’ I was 
forthwith appointed a committee of one to negotiate the deal; but 
the bazaar is close — and can you make anything like three or four 
dozen in that time? Such a deal of work.” 

Gertie nodded. She leaned forward, watching, as Mrs. Anderson 
opened her handbag, and confinued, “She must have good wood — 
everything about this church is good and sound. She must have 
walnut or cherry or dogwood or holly.” 

Gertie’s brows drew logcther in a troubled frown. “Wood like 
that’s kind a hard tu find. Mebbe none at all in th scrap-wood lot, an 
if they was he’d make it high.” 

“Oh, Mrs. McKeckeran thought of that, trust her.” Mrs. Ander- 
son’s eyes were even briglner now and gigglcsome she was, as she 
kept fumbling in her purse. She brought out first a slip of paper, then 
began to puU out bills. “She commanded me to give you fifty in 
advance for the buying of the wood. Here’s the address of a picture- 
framing place downtown that also keeps wood for art classes and 
such,” and she held out the slip of paper and three bills, clean and 
crisp with the pretty, useless look of new money. 
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Gertie stared at the money, but swallowed and backed away. 
“What if 1 didn't git them dolls finished in time, an . . 

“You can certainly finish fifty dollars’ worth; that’s only about a 
dozen, fast as you work. And — oh, yes; if you have time you might 
make a few crucifixes; not big expensive ones like you made for 
Victor; but \\c might sell three or four ten-dollar ones — less com- 
mission, of course.” 

She was holding out the money, but looking at the block of wood, 
her eyes too bright, her mouth twisting in the giggly smile. She turned 
away and shoved the money into Gertie’s hand. “Oh, I’m glad, so 
glad, that somebody . . .” She looked once more at the wood, and 
was gone, calling but not looking back, “I'll be back soon to sec how 
you’re making out,” and Gertie, looking after her, wondered if she 
laughed or cried. 

Gertie was still by the wood, .staring down at the bright greenness 
in her hand, when Clovis came out of the bedroom. “1 beared her,” 
he said, and he sounded like a man from whom a great burden has 
been lifted. “A hundred — even fifty dollars ud mean a lot to us right 
now.” He came and looked at the money, touched it as he said, 
“Reckon it'll take all that fer enough wood tu make what she wants. 
Whyn't you,” he went on with more enthusiasm than she had seen 
for days, “git ready an let me take you right now to that place and sec 
about th wood; they might hafta order it.'’ 

Gertie pondered, looking at the money, and then at Clovis, his eyes 
so pleased and shiny. He'd been worried, bad worried. “Shorely,” 
she said, “it won’t take all this.'’ 

“Good clean walnut with no sap wood’ull come ungodly high. 1 
don’t guess a body can buy cherry, that is, seasoned an ready to u.se. 
I’ve got gas enough to git there an back.” He touched his forehead, 
not noticing. “I could go into th place with ye; they never ask no 
questions when they're seilcn you somethen. list when you're asken 
fer work — er credit.” 

“She noticed,” Gertie said. 

“She was alius nosey,” he said, and was silent, glancing once at the 
wood, then turning away to look through the door, his glance for the 
outdoors wistful, she thought, and troubled. 

“This order fer th dolls is a piece a luck,” he said, turning back to 
her. “You make up — well, say about six dilTer’nt patterns. Wouldn't 
that be enough? An I’ll cut em when we git th wood — about eight 
uv each. I’d say. She’d want urn kind a chunky, nothen cheap fer 
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her. But I could cut em two ways on th jig, take pains, an then on th 
little Sander I can do a sight.” The motor-listening look was on his 
face. “Supposen it’s a pig — you make real good pigs — ^mark out th 
bottom a each foot, an I’ll grind right up between em an in a minute 
you’ve got legs. Nothen to do but finish it; but it’ll take good hard 
seasoned wood that won’t splinter.” 

“Yes,” she said, and went for her coat. “I think I’ll go look around 
th scrap-wood lot; they might have somethen. An mebbe on th way I 
can sell a doll.” 

She met Mrs. Daly, hunting children through the alleys and eager 
to tell Gertie to tell Clovis the washing machine ran like a dream 
now, and to tell her that a letter had just come from Maggie, and 
Maggie had got the chickadee and had it by St. Francis and liked it a 
lot. Maggie had thanked her and asked how was the Virgin Mary 
coming out of the wood. 

“Fine,” Gertie said; it wasn’t the mother Mary, but if Maggie 
wanted it that way she might as well have it. “Go in an look at her,” 
she suggested, “then you can write her exactly how she is. Tell her 
Miz Anderson asked about her,” and she hurried on through the 
near-by alleys that made her world and that of her children. Past 
these the people were mostly strange to her, and here she went more 
slowly; the basket, with a doll propped up against the handle, on one 
arm; another, the brightest of all, red and yellow and orange, 
jumping from its string in her other hand. 

She knocked on two doors: at the first a woman opened it a crack, 
whispering, “Mu man’s asleep.” At the other, the woman wearily 
shook her head, “Dolls? But I’m laid olTan he’s ona pickut line.” 

Gertie, feeling a kinship, tiied, wanting to linger, and wishing the 
woman would ask her to sit down, said, “My man’s picket turn ain’t 
come up yit.” 

But the woman, there were three little ones squalling around her, 
only looked at her with envious eyes and said, “S’good you’ve got a 
way a picken up a little money — s’more’n I’ve got.” 

And Gertie went on. Oi.ee, she tried calling, “Dolls, dolls, pretty 
jumping-jack dolls, hand-carved,” but her voice sounded strange and 
squeaky to her cars, and no one came to her calling. She tried again, 
saying only, “Dolls, dolls.” On the first call her voice boomed so it 
startled her; the second ‘doll’ was low and hoarse like a croak. A 
child on a tricycle stopped to stare and then to giggle, the only thing 
in the alley that gave any notice of her calling. 
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She turned and walked swiftly away, and went again through the 
familiar alleys where she had walked in the summer while caring for 
the little Andersons. She realised she was close to the place where the 
cactus woman li\'cd— maybe lier man was well and working; and 
they would meet and the woman smile. She might even buy a doll. 

She frowned in puz/lcmcnt when, upon entering the alley and 
looking towards the other end, she saw a great stack of junk by the 
woman's coal-house. She went closer, and saw that it was furniture. 
She stood looking, shaking her head, furniture out like this when it 
looked like rain, though a body could not tell what waited in the sky 
on such a still and smoky day. 

She walked again, but more slowly, remembering only when she 
was halfway down the alley to jiggle and bounce the jumping-jack 
doll. She stopped behind a woman carrying a tricycle up her steps 
and asked, “Want lu buy a doll?'’ 

The woman turned and shook her head, “We gotta take up a 
collection," she said, and nodded towards the pile of furniture, 
“Eviction.'’ She waited, studying Gertie an instant before speaking 
again. “Her man got hurt — way back inu summer— inu head, llis 
milling machine exploded; but th company doctor, when c put um 
out a ih hospital, said his eyes was ji^t still swoll' from th lick on lus 
head, was why he couldn't see. lie never did see; stone blind, an 
cain't git a penny. He signed some papers, couldn't see wot he signed, 
an they didn't tell him; he hadda learn it hissef. llis unemployment 
run out a long lime ago. Wc was taken up a collection." 

Gertie fislicd in lier pocket, felt the strange sm(H)thness of new' 
money; she went deeper and Iter lingers touched coins. 1 he dime or 
the quarter? She held out the quarter. 

The W(nnan shook her head. “When I toldcha about u collection I 
wasn't hinten none. Don'tcha man work at Hint's? They're talking 
around that the strike'll last till C'hristmas." She hesitated again, 
her eyes on Gertie's shouhler. "Somebody saidcha didn't hav(' no 
insurance when yu— — Yu keep yu quarter." 

Gertie shoved the quarter into the woman's hand gripped on a 
tricycle bar. “I'll be maken money frum my whitllcn. Where’ll they 
go?" 

The woman glanced uneasily towards the piled-up furniture, 
whispered, “She's over there kinda in behind the coal-house. We 
divided um up last night- kinda crowds a person, bulcha gotta do 
somethen— them little kids, an it cold. 1 hey's a shelter place run 
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bydu welfare; an th man next door— he’s out on strike— he’s took 
her man there now to see if they’s room.” 

Gertie walked on. She saw the woman huddled behind her 
furniture in a rocking-chair with a blanket-wrapped baby across her 
knees. “1 been wanten tu see yu,” the woman said. “Ain’tcha du 
one wot grows such pretty ilowers? I been t’inking — couldcha keep 
mu cactus? I’ve had it su long; it’s older’n mu kids. Yu’d unnerstand 
wot it needs bcttcr’n most around.” 

“Sure,” Gertie said. The woman was going to cry, she thought. 
But the woman made no sound as she, still holding her baby on one 
arm, got up and went for the cactus, placed carefully under the 
stoop, safe from running cliildrcn. “You’ve got nice furniture,” 
Gertie said, wanting to comfort. 

“Ycali, an all them payments finished,” the woman said, but 
lookli'ig only at the cactus, fondling it with her eyes, “but u ice-box. 
Tliey come an got tluit a good while back, but not su quick as they 
got th car — onie three more on it an we’d been through — I’m afraid 
it got stunted last night ; it was so cold.” 

“It'll be all right,” Gertie said. She dropped the doll into the 
basket, and readied with both hands for the cactus, hurrying, for 
one of the woman's tears had fallen on a leaf. “I’ll take good care uv 
it, real good,” she said. 

“Keep lit warm an not too wet," the woman begged. 

Gertie was past the next unit before she remembered to say, calling 
over her shoulder, “You know w'hcre 1 live. I like it — alius did love 
potted plants— but you come er send eny time when you git a place 
fer it.” 

“Yeah,” the woman said, sobbing, rocking the baby again. 

Gertie was going up her walk with the pot, large and wrapped in 
silver foil, held carefully in both hands, when she remembered the 
scrap-wood place; she’d been on her way there when she passed the 
cactus woman. She stood a long time, holding the pot, looking at her 
door. She went in at last, and Clovis, listening to her explanation of 
how she came by the cactu n, looked hard at her, started to speak, 
hesitated, but interrupted at last, “Gert, you look — funny — kinda 
pale. You don’t want tu be gitten sick again — not now.” 

“I’m all right,” she said, but sat down in the middle room by the 
block of wood. She sat a long time looking at it while Clovis talked; 
he had good news. Bunken had been around; there was a guy — a 
real honest-to-goodness farmer — had about two days’ work for a 
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good mechanic. His stuff was old and he’d run it so hard it was all 
breaking down. He wouldn’t pay more than five or six dollars a day; 
he’d want about fifty dollars’ worth of work for twelve; right now he 
wanted somebody to help rig up a stump-pulling machine. He was 
cleaning up an old apple orchard. Bunken had wondered if Gertie 
wouldn’t like some apple wood for her whittling. 

Gertie looked at him, and he repeated what he had said, then 
added, “Gert, don’t look so — well — like you’d lost th last friend 
you’d ever had. We’ll git by till you git some money frum that 
whittlen. I’ll git credit in a department store. Zedke’ull carry us fer 
groceries. Main thing’s th rent; these gover’mint places gives credit 
fer so many days an no more — but wc’ll borrie — er somethen.” 

“Yes,” she said, and continued to sit by the block of wood until 
even Clytie was home from a late class and Enoch in from Cub 
Scouting. She roused then and got supper — spaghetti covered with a 
can of tomato soup, and smeared on top with a little dab of cheese. 

It didn’t look too good, she thought, and never ate any- A good 

thing, she decided later, for the children and Clovis ate it all. Nobody 
complained of the scanty supper, and when Amos askeil for a second 
glass of milk Enoch chided him, “Don’tcha know, kid, yu pop’s on 
strike?” 

Amos did not ask again, and Gertie did not offer; the milkman 
wouldn’t come again till next day noon, and there was hardly more 
than a pint left for the breakfast mush. Eggs for breakfast instead of 
mush or oatmeal ran the grocery bill up so. 

She hurried through the dishes, and without wailing for the 
children and Clovis to be out of the way, began work again on the 
block of wood, the unfinished palm of the uplifted hand; working so 
steadily, so swiftly, that Clovis complained. “You’ll wear yersclf out 
on that, Gert,” and w'hen she made no answer, added, “You ought 
to be w'orken on them patterns, so’s wc'll be all ready.” 

“They’s time,” she said, not looking away from the wood as she 
crouched, head lilted, knife swiftly bringing out a line in the down- 
curving palm. The one line finished, she moved on to anoilier with 
no stopping, as if time were running out and this were the one thing 
she must do with her time. 

The children went to bed and Clovis went to bed, but she worked 
on. Victor went to the steel mill, Whit came home from the bowling 
alley, the fast passenger that had always used to waken the children 
with its long screech for the crossing passed, and still she worked. 
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her face grey now and lined with tiredness, her legs stiff from 
the long kneeling; for though she had put him in a chair sjhe still . 
must, on the empty head, work kneeling, crouching with uptilted 
head. 

The late autumn dawn was still far away, but the dead time of 
night had come, when the traffic on the through street was thinned to 
single cars passing and the street-cars far away had the lonesome 
sound of emptiness, before she rose slowly from her stiff knees, 
dropped the knife into her pocket and went to bed. 

She could not sleep, but lay and watched the red steel-mill light, 
behind the drawn blind pale, then change slowly into grey dawn. She 
got up, made coffee, but it still wasn’t time to waken the children. 
She went into the living-room and, sitting by the block of wood, took 
down her hair, dropping the pins into her lap, widened by her knees, 
outspread a little. She combed her hair a long time, pausing now and 
then to touch the block of wood — the head, the hands, the cloth about 
the shoulders. 

Clovis wakened, grumbling because she had not got him up; he’d 
wanted to be through town by daylight. He looked at her as he ate 
the breakfast mush. “Are you all right, Gert? You look kinda big- 
eyed an peaked.” 

“I’m fine,” she said. 

Clytie asked her the same as she fixed margarine sandwiches to 
take to school, but when her mother answered, “Fine,” the girl 
continued to study her. 

“You’re bad worried. Mom,” she said. “Would it help if I give yu 
my car fare? This week’s already in tokens, but I’ve got money laid 
by fer next week in case I don’t git no baby-sitten.” 

Gertie smiled. “Honey, th snoe leather you’d wear out on that 
long walk ud be worth more’n th money.” 

“Mebbe I can sell a doll atter school,” Enoch said, “an I know that 
soon’s it gits a little closer tu Christmas I can sell a heap.” 

“We’re all right,” Gertie said. “Better off than lots. Recollect I’ve 
got a big order fer whittled goods an yer pop’s got some work.” 

The older children were gone, and she dressed Amos and washed 
his face and combed his hair. “We’ve got tu take a trip,” she said, 
“an you’ve got tu be neat an clean.” 

“Th graveyard?” he asked. 

She shook her head. “Jist th ” Her tongue fumbled, and he 

stared at her; his mother’s eyes were bright and somehow twisting 
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like her hands ; “jist th scrap-wood lot,” she said at last, adding as she 
put on her coat, ‘‘An I’ll need tu borrie yer wagon.” 

Amos brought the wagon out of his room, and she carried it down 
the steps and on to the walk. Wheateye, eating a carrot, racing 
down the alley on a borrowed scooter, saw, and called, ‘‘Where yu 
goen?” 

‘‘Th wood lot,” she said; and to Amos, ‘‘Wait, now; we’ve got to 
take a load.” 

She went into the living-room, and stood for a moment smoothing 
, the wood and looked down at it, then took it in her two arms as if it 
had been a child, and carried it to the kitclien door. She stopped 
there and looked back at the room; it seemed empty now — of what? 
A block of wood could not make such emptiness. 

She turned quickly through the door, and the children, who had 
gathered to Wheateye’s crying, began asking; 

‘‘Whatcha gonna do, Miz Novels?” 

‘‘Lookee, lookee, ut’s a man.” 

‘‘It’s a woman.” 

And a little Daly, running up, cried, ‘‘It’sa virgin,” but the stove 
wrecker thought it was a saint. 

There were as yet no grown-ups about in the alleys, but there were 
many children, for the weather was warm for November; still, with a 
low, weak sun in a pallid, smoky sky, so that the children came 
running as always to anything strange. Many followed after her, 
fussing at times over who should have the privilege of helping Amos 
pull the wagon, for the load was a heavy one. Wheateye left the 
scooter and pushed; a little Schultz and a Daly helped her, so that 
there was a little procession with Gertie walking in front, the Josiah 
basket on her arm, a doll in her other hand. She stopped at times to 
mateh her pace to that of the children, but never seemed to hear their 
questions, ‘‘Watcha aimen tu do wid dis? Yu gonna sell um? 
Don’tcha like um eny more? Why don’tcha fix his face?” 

And when she did not answer, Wheateye and the others fell to 
talking to the block of wood. 

‘‘Whatcher name?” they’d cry. 

‘‘Where yu goen?” 

“Why’s yu face all covered? Yu shamed tu show yu face?” 

‘‘Lemme see yu face.” 

The little Schultz reached high and struck the down-bent head, but 
others cried, ‘‘Aw, don’t hit him ; he ain’t done nutten.” 
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Gertie turned, and her voice was supplicating, “Don’t be hurten 
him, now.’’ 

She heard the saw in the scrap-wood lot, and stopped and stood, 
her head bent; but the pushing and pulling children bumped her, 
and she walked again. k 

The saw was singing loudly so that the scrap-wood man did irot 
hear their coming. It was only when he chanced to look up that he 
saw them all, watching him, waiting, the block of wood in the wagon 
in front of Gertie now. He stared at the wood, studying it, then 
stopped the saw, and came round to the hidden face, turned away 
from him towards Gertie. He bent and studied it a moment, then 
looked up at Gertie. “Christ?” 

She shook her head. Her eyes were wide and black under her 
tightly-pulled-back hair, and they fondled the wood an instant, the 
hands, the head, the covered face. “Cherry wood,” she said at last, 
slowly, loudly, as if he had been deaf. “I want liim — it — sawed into 
boards fer whittling.” 

“Oh,” he said, and looked at her, then back to the wood. “They’s 
a lot — a lot a work in ut.” 

“list pastime,” she said, not moving, steadfastly looking past the 
wood. “I’d like it sawed — now.” 

“Yu’d oughta put a face on him,” he said, still studying the wood, 
“ud been nice tu seen ut.” 

She was silent, her lips tightly shut together, her hands clenched a 
little, the forgotten basket slipped down her arm, but her eyes were 
now unable to stay from the wood, the hands and hair so clear out 
here in the pale sunshine, the wv>od so bright under the pallid sky. 

He studied it, and shook his head. “It’s too big,” he said. “Th 
way it is, yu’ll hafta split ut.” 

“Oh,” she said, the “oh” like the beginning of a cry, but smothered 
at once, and she was still, considering; while the children, troubled, 
gathered round, and looked first at the wood and then at her. She 
was so still; it was as if by steadfastly looking at the wood, she, too, 
had changed into wood. 

She took it from the wagon at last, and looked about for a level 
spot. 

“Quarter it,” he said, “that’ll be enough.” He reached for an 
axe, lifted it, hesitated, looking at the wood, his glance long on the 
bowed head, the empty, uplifted hand. “Yu’d better do ut,” he said, 
and handed the axe to her. 
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She $tood above it, the axe lifted, her eyes on the top of the head. 
She hit'it, and the man laughed as the axe leaped back from the 
swirling hair. 

“Yn’ll hafta do better’n that, lady,” he said. 

She swung the axe in a wide arc, and it sank into the wood straight 
across the top of the head; and she stood so, the axe motionless, deep 
in the wood. She breathed heavily, and there were beads of sweat on 
her forehead. 

He brought a wedge, and a large hammer he used for knocking 
down heavy crates. 

She struck the axe with the hammer, but weak she seemed, her 
sweat-slippery hands sliding from the hammer, her hands for ever 
fumbling; but at last the wood cried out, opening a crack wide 
enough for the wedge. She brought the great hammer hard down 
upon the wedge, again on the axe. The wood, straight-grained and 
true, came apart with a crying, rending sound, but stood for an 
instantlonger like a thing whole, the bowed head, the shoulders; then 
slowly the face fell forward towards the ground, but stopped, 
trembling and swaying, held up by the two hands. 

A great shout went up from the children. 

The man reached for the fallen face, righted it so that she might 
strike the head again, but his hand did not immediately come away. 
He touched the wood where the face should have been, and nodded. 
“Christ, yu meant it tu be — butcha couldn’t find no face fu him.” 

She shook her head below the lifted axe. “No. They was so many 
would ha done; they’s millions an millions a faces plenty fine enough 
— fer him.” 

She pondered, then slowly lifted her glance from the block of 
wood, and wonder seemed mixed in with the pain. “Why, some a ray 
neighbours down there in th alley— they would ha done.” 













